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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
During the past twenty to twenty-five years dramas 
of Negro life and problems have become an integral part 
o·f the great world of the the~ tre. The importance of the 
Negro as thematic material has been definitely realized 
by both Negro and white playwrights, as was evidenced by 
the appearance of a greater number of plays dealing with 
the Negro during this period than in the entire previous 
history of the drama. Among the celebrated Broadway 
successes of recent years many Negro dramas were prom-
inent. College and little theatre groups, of both Negro 
and white actors, have seized upon Negro dramas as a 
fresh and interesting source of production material. The 
Federal Theatre Project considered Negro drama to be so 
significant that i t established among its units a Federal 
Negro Theatre. Num63r.,ous1 Negro dramas have been included 
in college and school anthologies and in the selections 
of the best plays. As a subject worthy of dramatic treat-
ment, the Negro has assumed a position of outstanding 
importance. 
It is the purpose of this study (1) to examine and 
classify all available dramas of Negro life and problems 
according to type, subject matter, and purpose; (2) to 
show the different methods of treatment of Negro life and 
problems; and (3) to determine the general trends and 
•• 
changes in the treatment of Negro life and problems during 
the period. 
Very little attention has been accorded the subject 
of Negro drama. Most of the available material has taken 
the form of short articles in books, periodicals, and news-
papers. The few comprehensive works have covered the whole 
field of Negro drama, from comedy to tragedy, from its 
inception down to the present century. In these works 
individual plays have been treated briefly, if at all. 
When they have been considered, the discussion has most 
frequently been limited to a critical appraisal of the 
dramatist's art or of the actor's performance. This study 
is important for the following reasons: {l) It is con-
fined solely to the discussion of individual plays. (2) 
It treats the plays as representative pictures of Negro 
life and problems. Few critical appraisals of the 
dramatist's merit have been attempted. (3) It includes 
all of the plays of the period that were available to the 
writer. 
After a short survey of the Negro drama to 1920, the 
thesis is divided into four main chapters: Dramas of Negro 
Life, Problem Dramas, Religious and Folk Dramas, and 
Historical Dramas. Within these chapters all of the dramas 
are classified and examined. The final chapter presents 
the conclusions evolving out of the study. 
As stated on the title-page the thesis is limited to 
the period, 1920-1944. It is also limited to the study 
of the serious drama. It do.es not propose to treat all 
of the dramas written by or about Negroes during the given 
period. Many dramas remain unpublished; others are un-
obtainable. However, the writer endeavored to examine as 
many available dramas as it was possible to obtain. 
Allowing for these omissions, it is believed that the 
dramas treated in the thesis furnish a very representative 
picture of Negro drama. 
A SURVEY OF NEGRO DRAMA TO 1920 
Negro drama, considered in the strict sense of the 
serious drama, has been a comparatively recent development. 
Minstrelsy has been popular since the slaves were called 
upon to amuse their owners in the old plantation days. 
White actors were quick to perceive the commercial possibil-
ities of such entertainment, and early in the nineteenth 
century professional minstrel companies were organized. 
Similar companies of Negro actors were formed in the late 
1860 1 s.1 • A few attempts were made in the production of 
Negro dramas of a serious nature, but they were poorly 
received. 
Except in rare instances when Negro actors· were playing 
exclusively to Negro audiences, critics fairly agreed 
that when the curtain rose on a Negro scene, it was 2 
nothing more than burlesque farce and hilarious comedy. 
l. · James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan, PP• 87-89. 
2. Frederick w. Bond, 1h!!. Negro~~ Drama, P• 43. 
The dramatization of Harriet Beecher Stowe's famous 
novel, Uncle Tom's Cabin, in 1852, was the first piece 
dealing with the life of the Negro to receive popular 
acclaim. Although it was melodramatic in plot and con-
struction, it was enthusiastically welcomed by people all 
over t he country. Isaacs, writing in Theatre Arts Monthly, 
attests to ita wide acceptance: 
Until the arrival of The Green Pastures in 1930, 
no American play has been offered to so many 
audiences in so many cities, town, and villages as 
Uncle Tom's Cabin, which has toured the country 
regularly since l852 in many versiona3and with companies good, bad, and indifferent. • 
Following the success of Uncle Tom's Cabin, numerous 
other anti-slavery dramas appeared, but they were all 
short-lived. After the Civil War very little consider-
ation was given the Negro as a subject for the serious 
drama during the remainder of the nineteenth century. 
Minstrelsy continued to amuse theatrical audiences every-
where, and a new form of light comedy, caricaturing the 
way in which the Negro adjusted himself to his new freedom, 
4 
became popular. Typical of this new type of comedy is 
Piclaea and Tickles, a one-act farce by Thomas Barnes, which 
appeared in 1901. It deals with Pickles and Tickles, the 
p~oprietora of two second-hand clothing stores located in 
the same building . Both characters are new to the business 
world, and the play revolves around their efforts to attract 
3. Edith H.R. Isaacs, "The Negro in the American 
Theatre," Theatre ArtaMonthly, August, 1942, p. 530. 
4. Bond, ~· cit., P• 36. 
A 
trade. Jocularity and buffoonery are the main character-
istics of the play in which a customer is supposedly pulled 
apart, limb from limb, and put together again. The climax 
comes with the firing of both stores by Pickles and Tickles. 
It was not until 1910 that the first realistic por-
trayal of the Negro problem appeared with Edward Sheldon's 
three-act production of The Nigger. The story is that of 
Philip Morrow, a young Southern aristocrat, who, discovering 
that his grandmother was a Negress, sees that he must 
sacrifice his fiancee, the governorship to which he has been 
recently elected, and his whole way of life to work for the 
Negro cause. 
Although the play was based on an extremely tragic sit-
uation, the message that it brings is . full of optimism and 
hope. The character of Philip is so strong and stalwart 
that one is left with the feeling that he will begin his 
life anew, readjust himself to his place in society, and do 
great things for the advancement of the Negro race. The 
point of view of the broad and tolerant white man is 
expressed by Senator Long, who believes that Negroes are 
men and like white men they are str iving for the same end , 
"stumblin·• an'. fall in' t• gethah, on our jou'ney t' God". 5 
The inability of Southerners to deal with the Negro 
problem is shown by the brutal lynching of a young Negro 
who was supposed to have killed a white girl and the savage 
5. Edward B. Sheldon, The Nigger, p. 213. 
o. 
I 
race riots growing out of the mistreatment of Negroes by 
whites. 
~ Nigger does not observe many of the niceties and 
conventions which had formerly been adhered to in the treat-
ment of Negro-white relations~ The frank resolve of Morrow's 
fiancee to stand by him and continue their marriage plans as 
if nothing had happened was a daring and courageous stroke 
on the part of the dramatist. 
Despite the fact that The Nigger was written by a 
white dramatist and contained only three Negro roles that 
were played by white actors, its significance in the develop-
ment of the Negro drama must not be underestimated. 
Sheldon was congratulated for two reasons: in the firs t 
place, because of his courage; and, in the second place, 
because of his clever handling of his material.6 
Sheldon, a white man, first brought to the attention of 
other dramatists the idea that Negro life and problems 
offered an unlimited source of thematic possibilities for the 
profuction of plays . 
These possibilities were quickly perceived by George 
Middleton, who, in 1915, wrote "The Black Tie", a one-act 
drama dealing with the prejudice against Negroes. This 
short tragedy concerns Jo, the son of a colored maid, Stella, 
in the home of a white family. The biggest day 1ri Jo's 
life comes when lie is to march in the Sunday School parade. 
6. Bond, op. cit., P• 65. 
At th~ last minute the officials decide that it would be 
unwise to allow Negro children to march with the white boys 
and girls. When they learn of the situation, Stella's 
anguish is inconsolable and the little boy is terribly hurt. 
"The Black Tie" reveals all of the brutality and unfairness 
growing out of racial prejudice, and presents the injustice 
of the matter far more effectively~ by showing the way in 
which this small, eight year old boy's heart is crushed, 
than could any lengthy dissertation on the subject. 
April 5 1 1917, in the opinion of Johnson, marked the 
7 
most important day in the development of Negro drama. On 
this date three one-o.ct plays,, "The Rider of Dreams", "Granny 
Maumee", and "Simon the Cyrenian", by Ridgeley Torrence, 
were produced. These plays were noteworthy because they 
were written entirely about Negroes, for the Negro theatre. 
Each play differed greatly in type and subject matter, and 
each was an important fore•runner of a whole group of dramas 
dealing with the same type of theme. "The Rider of Dreams" 
was a drama of Negro life; "Granny Maumee", a folk drama; 
and "Simon the Cyrenian", a religious drama. 
"The Rider of Dreams" is a tale of Negro life in the 
South. The story deals with the trials of Lucy Sparrow, a 
pious, practical, honest washerwoman, who works hard to 
support her family and saves eight hundred dollars to buy the 
house in which they live, only to discover that her dreamy, 
7. Johnson, £2• £11•, P• 175. 
shiftless husband, Madison, has been drawn into a fraudu-
lent business scheme by a white man, and the money has 
disappeared. All is saved when the kindly old Negro who 
owns the house announces that he has gained possession of 
the stolen money, and the house is theirs. Lucy's fondest 
hopes are fulfilled, but Madison, forced to come face to 
face with reality, is not wholly satisfied. 
In this play the only purpose is to give a picture of 
the life of a lower class Negro family in the South. There 
is no allusion to the racial problem except that the person 
who betrayed Madison was a white man. This fact is not 
stressed. The Negro's attitude toward religion is mentioned 
mainly to bring out the differences in the personalities of 
the two main characters. Lucy's firm religious faith is 
shown by the way in which she patiently teaches the catechism 
to her son. Madison professes no religious belief because 
God has given him the "go-by". 
The double theme of racial animosity and the practice 
of primitive folk customs is found in "Granny Maumee". 
Granny is a very old Negro woman who became blind while 
attempting to save her son, Sam, from the fire in which he 
was burned to death by some white men for a crime that .he 
did not commit. Nursing her hatred against white people for 
over sixty years, she maintains a fierce pride in the fact 
that her blood and that of her family has been kept pure 
black. So excited is she over the coming of her grand-
with her bab the first ma 
\ 
since the death of Sam, that her sight is suddenly restored. 
She is horror-stricken to discover that the child is a 
light mulatto, and she immediately falls into the practice 
of old African voodooism to bring a curse upon the child's 
father. The appearance of Sam's ghost, urging her to accept 
the child, puts an end to her plans, and she agrees to make 
the best of a bad situation, but the disappointment and 
excitement prove too much for her frail heart to bear, and " 
she dies. 
This play ts primarily a study of the effects of sor-
row and hatred upon the mind of any old Negro woman. The 
injustices inflicted upon Sam have preyed upon Granny's mind 
to such an extent that they have become a phobia with her. 
She has allowed her hatred against the perpetrators of the 
crime to grow until it includes the whole white race. Her 
grand-daughters are able to see that all white people are 
not deserving of such violent hatred, but their attempts to 
make Granny realize this fact are of no avail. So great is 
her grief when she discovers that the blood of her family 
has not been kept pure black, that it is a dominant factor 
in bringing about her death. 
The practice of old African voodooism is important in 
the plot formation and also adds a great deal of charm and 
color to the drama. When Granny's mind becomes unbalanced, 
she indulges in the primitive religious rites in an attempt 
to avenge the disgrace. The wild orgy in which she casts 
9 
a spell over the two girls, hypnotizes them with the herbal 
vapors, burns a statue of the child's father, and utters 
various chants and curses, furnishes the audience with a 
vivid picture of the early folk and religious practices of 
the Negro. 
Completely different in subject and setting is Torrence' 
third play, "Simon the Cyrenian". Taking place at the time 
of the crucifixion, it is the story of Simon, the black man 
who carried the cross for Christ. In words of simple and 
beautiful prose, it describes t he way in which the friends of 
Jesus attempted to prevent his capture and death, and the 
part played by the Cyrenian in the affair. Simon is not 
pra ised as a great or noble man, or set up as an example for 
other members of the Negro race to follow. The play is 
merely a dramatization of Torrence's conception of the action 
t hat t ook place at that time . 
These three plays of Torrence proved beyond any doubt 
that Negro themes were worthy of further dramatic treatment. 
8 
Their reception by critics was immediate and enthusiastic. 
As important and successful pioneer work in the field of 
Negro drama, they deserve a place of merit and distinction. 
The next twenty-five years were to witness a sudden 
acceleration in the establishment and growth of the Negro 
drama. Dramas dealing with practically every phase of Negro 
life and problems were brought to the attention of the public 
8. Johnson, op. cit., p. 176. 
TI 
Such important dramatists as Paul Green and Eugene O'Neill 
chose Negro themes for several of their most successful ! 
works, while many other Negro and white dramatists directed 
their attention, wholly or in part, to the writing of 
Negro dramas. 
I 
' 
CHAPTER II 
DRAMAS OF NEGRO LIFE 
...... 
The life of the Negro has furnished the playwright with 
a fertile source of dramatic material. First, it is a 
relatively new subject, and as material for dramatic treat-
ment its surface has hardly been scratched. It offers the 
imaginative, observant author the chance to create new and 
original themes. Secondly, because the Negro is governed 
less by inhibitions and conventions than the white man, he 
usually expresses his feelings, emotions and passions more 
freely. As a result, his every action appears to .be tinged 
with drama. Thus the common every-day life of the Negro 
provides as important a source of play material as the more 
sensational events of Negro life ~ 
Dramas of Negro life are defined as those dramas whose 
main purpose it is to present a picture of some phase of 
Negro life. Although they may contain some of the elements 
requisite to the problem, folk or religious dramas, these 
elements are of minor importance as related to the main 
plot. Whenever such elements are discovered, they are 
brought into the discussion. 
In this chapter an attempt is made to present a number 
of piays of Negro life, to tell something of the theme and 
plot of the individual plays, to show how each play was 
representative of Negro life, and, by so doing, to determine 
the way in which dramas of Negro life have contributed to 
the field of Negro drama. 
I 
The most outs tanding dramatist to depict the Negro 
in his native habitat or environment is Paul Green. To 
Green alone among white Sou thern playwrights belongs the 
distinction of first having his plays given wide recognition 
on the New York stage. 
Several white Southern playwrights have essayed a 
portrayal of some phase of Negro life in the South, 
but the firft to succeed in the New York theatre was 
Paul Green. 
Green was born in North Carolina, graduated from the 
University of North Carolina where he is at the present time 
Professor of Philosophy, and has long been associated with 
the famous Carolina Playmakers at the same university. 
If a dramatist were to be judged on the variety of 
his themes and his ability to deal with all types of subjects 
and characters, Green would fall far short of greatness 
because he writes about a very limited section of American 
life, namely, the people of North Carolina. This is not a 
mere accident, but a definite part of his dramatic technique. 
America too, he realizes, is vast and troubled and 
the American artist can only speak for her by revealing 
his own fragment of her civilization. It is for t~e 
artist to make his fragment of universal interest. 
Thus Green puts his theory into practice and writes of the 
people he knows best, white and black alike, with a sim-
plicity and accuracy which could only have grown out of long 
acquaintance with and love for such people. 
1. Johnson, ~· cit.A P• 207. 
2. Julian R. Meaae; Paul Green", The Boolanan, 
January-February, 1932, P• 507. 
14 
He is one of those writers who are most vividly 
impressed by early environment and adolescent memories. 
Although his characters are imaginary, the Negro and 
country folk whom he knew as a boy are not unlike the 
people of his stories and plays. He finds a vital 
inspiration in old associations and is glad that time 
and fortune have brought little estrangement between 
him and the farmers with whom he has toiled at cotton-
picking and harvesting--labours that - rewarded him with 
physical strength and enabled him better to understand 
those who are, he says, "the men whom God and enlight-
enment have forgot.";-5 
Most of Green's plays do not deal with the happy, carefree, 
rollicking Southern Negro, as he is pictur_ed in the minds of 
the greater majority of people. In his "Author's Note" to 
Lonesome Road Green explains the reason for this inter-
pre t ation. 
Doubtless, readers of these plays will object that they 
are not generally representative of the Negro race. 
They are not meant to be. Specifically, the chief 
concern here is with the more tragic and uneasy side 
of Negro life as it has exhibited itself to my notice 
through a number o{ years on or near a single farm in 
that coastal land. 
Typical of Green's "more tragic" plays is Roll Sweet 
Chariot, in four scenes, a revised version of one of his 
earlier one-act plays, In The Valley. Most of the action 
in this play of the lower type Negro of the South takes 
place in a Negro boarding-house, in which live Milly Wilson · 
and her sweetheart, Tom Sterling . The main action begins 
. with the entrance of John Henry, a stranger, who poses as a 
preacher and claims that he can prophesy the future. He 
quickly disrupts the entire household with his prophecies 
3. Ibid, P• 504. 
4. Paul Green, "Author's Note", Lonesome~~ p • .xx. 
15. 
which prove to come true. It is finally revealed that he 
has learned all that he knows from Bantam Wilson, Milly's 
husband, while in jail. The climax comes when Bantam 
appears to claim his wife. A great fight takes place 
between Bantam and Tom, in which Bantam is killed. When the 
sheriff arrives, we discover that Henry is an escaped con-
vict, and both he and Tom are g iven sentences working on the 
road. The brutal treatment of the guards crushes Tom's 
spirit and he is shot when, in a last desperate effort, he 
strikes a guard who has been flaying him. 
The Negro is depicted as unable to rise above his 
environment. Misery, ill-fortune, and poverty appear to 
follow him as naturally as death. The road gang scene, 
brief as it is, provides the most striking moment in the 
play. The utter despair of the convicts is shown by the 
hopeless and unending manner in which they chant and .swing 
their picks. The only sign of any possible change or revolt 
comes after Tom's death at the end of the play, when the 
convicts continue to work, but there is a very definite 
spirit of unrest in the air. 
In "The Prayer Meeting", Green tells the story of Granny 
Boling , an old Christian Negress, who has done all in her 
power to bring her grandchildren up to lead good, respectable 
lives, but has met with little success. The climax comes 
when Granny unexpectedly returns home to find that her 
:gr-m;ddaughters are holding a prayer meeting as an excuse 
I 
for the gathering of the couples in the fast set in which 
they move, and to discover that her grandson has committed 
a . murder. 
Despite the fact that this play proves that all of the 
numerous Negro religious gatherings are not held for the 
16 
purposes of spiritual betterment, the main point of the play 
is to show the disillusionment and heartache that come ~. to 
Granny Boling as a result of the wrongdoings of her grand-
children. In his famous essay on Paul Green, Barrett Clark 
says: 
.But 11 The Prayer Meeting" is primarily a work of art and 
not a sociological document. Mr. Green as a man cares 
a great deal about th~ plight of the Negro, but his 
concern here is first with human beings as individuals, 
and not as members of an oppressed race.5 
The importance that the Negro gives to magic and 
sorcery is brought out again and a gain in "The Prayer Meeting 
When Granny calls down a curse on the local minister whom 
she accuses as being too intimate with one of her grand-
daughters, he cringes under her spell. Later she sees a 
"sign", and her grandson soon rushes in to confess that he 
has just killed a man. Granny's belief in such visions is 
shown when, in answer to his pleedings to hide him, she 
says: 
I's done what I thought ra't all my life. An I's tried 
to be 'apectable . But de Lawd 1 s done sent his sign, 
an' you gut to suffeh.6 
"The Hot Iron", by ,Eaul Green, concerns a Negro woman 
5. Barrett H. Clark, Paul Green, 1928·, p. 12. 
6. Paul Green, "The Prayer Meeting", .2£• cit., p. 131. 
17. 
o~ Eastern North Carolina, who supports herself and her 
children by doing washing for white people. While she is 
ironing , her husband returns after a year's absence and 
abuses her. ~Vhen the youngest boy tries to protect his 
mother, the father attempts to kill him. To save the child, 
the woman kills her husband with a hot iron. 
Like many other tales of Negro life, "The Hot Iron" 
has little plot and action. It is merely the account of a 
poor Negro woman who is driven into murdering her husband 
to save the life of her child. 
Although Green appears to have a more active interest 
i n and writes a greater number of plays about the tragic 
side of Negro life, he has won equal success along more 
comic lines. 
Mr. Green stands alone among our younger playwrights 
as a man who can touch with equal skill the lichter 
and more sentimental side of life, and the tragedy 
of it. 7 
Commenting on "The No 'Count Boy", Barrett H. Clark 
says, "Different from anything else he has done, this idyl 
8 is a most appealing and delightful poetic play." The 
characters in this pleasant one-act comedy are Pheelie, 
a young attractive Negro girl , Enos, her practical, 
unimag inative suitor, and the "No 'Count Boy", a glamorous, 
story-telling wanderer. Enos is calling on Pheelie when 
7. Paul Green, Lonesome Road, Introduction by Barrett 
H. Clarke, p. xvi. 
8. Ibid, P• xvii. 
the boy arrives, play ing on his mouth organ and sing ing 
songs. He tells Pheelie of the wonderful places he has 
visited during his hobo existence , and when he proceeds 
to make love to her, Pheelie a grees to run away with him. 
18. 
Their plans are stopped by the entran ce of an old woman 
looking for her boy, whom she describes as "de no 'countest 
fellow ever was bawn" 9 and a teller of prepos t erous tales 
d eveloping out of his own imagination. Pheelie is both 
confused and dejected by t he obvi ous failure of her plans. 
This play, whi ch i s primar ily a sketch of t h ree very 
different personalities, is filled with both humor and 
pathos. The laughabl e, good-natured 11 No 'Count Boy" is a 
colorful figure. In spite of his lazy, shiftless ways, 
the vigor and enthusiasm that he puts into his tales would 
immediately endear him to the audi ence. The lovers, 
whose personalities seem to be so dreadfully mismatched, 
incite a great deal of sympathy. Enos's pathetic attempts 
to please · Pheelie by slicking his hair into a pompadour and 
promising her a hous e with wall-paper, meet with little 
success. Pheelie, who longs to travel and see strange 
places, is unable to make Enos understand her point of 
view, and she finally gives up in despair by saying , "You 
gu t to have eyes to see things. Some folks is natchly 
9. Paul Green, "The No 'Count Boy," In the Valley and 
Other Caroline Plays, P• 200. 
19. 10 bawn blind". Yet, in spite of these youthful differences, 
there is no real tragedy in the situation, and the humorous 
personality of the "No 'Count Boy" dominates the play. 
"The Man Who Died at Twelve O'Clock" is another of 
Green's plays dealing with Negro life. The marr iage plans 
of Sally Evans and Charlie McFarland have been threatened 
because of the constant drinking of Sally's grandfather, 
January Evans. The young lovers concoct a scheme whereby 
Charlie, dressed in a red devil's costume, will come upon 
January at twelve o'clock and scare him into leading a 
better life by assuming to claim his soul for the devil. At 
the a ppointed hour Sally awakens January from a drunken 
stupor as Charlie enters, and the scheme is successfull y 
carried out. Believing h imself to be resurrected from the 
dead , January vows to lead a more righteous life and gives 
his blessing to the two lovers. 
This short skit, in which a serious family difficulty 
is solved by the ingenuity of the two young people, is an 
amusing , original tale. The problem on which the plot is 
based is of a serious nature, but the highly melodramatic 
way in which the affairs are brought to a happy ending gives 
to "The Man Who Died at Twelve O'Clock" an atmosphere of 
lightness and gaiety. 
The Negro's belief in magic and sorcery is evidenced in 
January 's complete acceptance of the death signs that Sally 
10. Ibid., P• 180 
20. 
pretends to have seen. As she mentions them one by one--
the old dominicker 1 s crowing, the hell-hounds crossing the 
sky, the devil 1 s hole---he becomes firmly convinced that the 
devil is coming .to claim his soul, and he prays to God for 
mercy lon8 before Charlie enters the room. 
In Goat Alley, Ernest Culbertson, a white dramatist, 
tells the tragic story of Lucy Belle and her struggle to 
be true to her man, Sam. Lucy and Sam are very much in 
love, and they strive to lead hard-working, respectable 
lives, but everything seems to be against them. Sam is 
sent to jail for a fight with one of Lucy's former lovers. 
Lucy is driven into being unfaithful to Sam while he is in 
jail, because of hunger and lack of funds. Vfuen Sam returns 
to find that she has been untrue, he murders her. 
Although some people may have seen in this play a grim 
expose of Negro slum conditions, Mr. Lewisohn states in the 
Introduction, "The author had no sociological intention; 
he had no ambition to be a propagandist. He had not even a 
n 11 
special interest in the racial problem • Goat Alley is 
,. 
simply the story of two people who are unable to cope with 
the difficulties of life. Lucy Belle and Sam are not 
criminal characters. They are driven into doing what they 
know they should not do, not out of hate or evil, but 
because the problems with which they must deal are too 
11. Ernest H. Culbertson, ~Alley, · p. 7. 
2J.. 
complex. Neither of them is able to realize that the weak-
nessess in their own personalities are responsible for much 
of their misery, and they pre·fer to blame their ill-fortune 
on fate or other people. This is illustrated by Lucy 
Belle's pathetic speech near the end of the play. 
I ain' nevah had no luck. Some gals g its by widout 
no trouble at all. I ain't one-adem kin'. Nuffin' 
I evah done come out right--nuffin' at all. If I 
starts anathin' iti2 boun' ter go wrong . I--I'se 
conjuhed fo' life. 
Culbertson created an entirely different type of play 
in"Rackey". Rackey Foster, who was always a cruel, shift-
less wastrel, returns from the first World War to claim his 
mi stress, Mame, only to discover that she is respectably 
married to Jim, an enterprising , young store-keeper. Rackey 
has changed completely since he became a soldier, and he 
13 
claims to have had a glimpse of "de lan' ob de spirit". 
After seeing that Mame has her own home, he feigns drunken-
ness to make her believe that he is as worthless as ever , 
so that she will continue to live happily. 
Like many other plays of Negro life, "Rackey" is mainly 
a sketch of the personality of the leading character, Rackey 
Foster. There is very little plot to the piece. 
The only mention of the racial problem occurs in 
Rackey's closing speech when he hears thatthere is a job 
I2. Ibid., PP• 124-125. 
13. Ernest H. Culbertson, "Rackey", Alain Locke t:~-nd 
Montgomery Gregory, editors, Plays of Negro ~~ p . 62. 
open for a Negro. He r eplies: 
Jus' a niggah--da t' s all 1 Who--who want a !!!!!! who--
kin see--night an' day--de lan' ob de spirit--who want 
a man who kin talk 'bout de vision--whar kin I go ter 
meet up wid dem dat•s got w'at I gotl I ain' niigah--
I'se--I'se a man who sees de lan' ob de spiritl 
In Color in Court, Culbertson turns from the more 
tragic side of Negro life to write a light, fast-moving, 
farcical comedy. The entire play takes place in a court-
room in Washing ton, : D.C., in which Angie Clute, the 
accused, is being tried for assault and battery on 
Esther Lilley. Most of the dialogue consists of the 
conflicting testimonies of approximately fifteen witnesses. 
There is very little plot and no climax. The play is 
fina l l y brought to a close with the Judge's interruption: 
• • • we 've listened to quite a few witnesses. Plen t y 
f or one case. We've had Angie in Georgetown, in the 
alley on her way to Seven t h Street, and in Esther's 
house--behaving variously. I'm afraid if we get 
another witness or two on f~e stand we'll have her 
in a cellar--or on a roofl 
Color in Court resembles Culbertson's other plays only 
in its lack of plot structure. None of its characters are 
as vividly drawn as Rackey or Lucy Belle. It leaves the 
reader with the impression that, except for the dialect, 
there is little in the play which makes it typically 
representative of Negro life. 
14. Ibid., P• 68. 
15. Ernest H. Culbertson, Color in Court, p. 34. 
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Randolph Edmonds, Negro editor and dramatist, has 
contributed more plays of purely Negro life to the Negro 
drama than any other member of his race. In Edmonds' plays, 
most of which are one-act, characterization takes precedence 
over plot. The characters are of the type that are not 
strong enough to rise above their surroundings, and thus 
their lives are motivated by environmental conditions. 
"Bad Man" is the story of Theo Dugger, a rough, 
insensitive sawmill worker, who is feared by the other mill 
hands for his cruel, ruthless ways. The only person who 
sees any good in Theo is the sister of a fellow worker, 
who remarks, "Ah knows dere is a good streak in yuh some-
16 
whar. Yuh ain't never 'lowed hit tuh come out~" So 
impressed is Theo by her remark, that, when a mob comes to 
either capture the Negro who murdered a white man or burn 
down the entire camp, he unselfishly offers his life because 
he cannot stand ~o see a woman die. 
The plot of "Bad Man" is extremely melodramatic, but 
the setting and scene furnish a very realis t ic picture of 
life in a sawmill camp. The rough-talking men, with t heir 
crude language and wild a ctions, are carefully drawn and 
very true to life. 
In "Old Man Pete", Edmonds focuses the attention on 
Pete and Mandy, an old Negro couple, who have been brought 
16. Randolph Edmonds, "Bad Man", .§.!2£ Plays for ~ Negro 
Theatre., P. 27. 
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up from the South by their children to dwell in the riotous, 
fast-moving life of New York's Harlem. Ashamed of their 
parents' countrified appearance and manners, the children 
pass them from one to another until Pete and Mandy realize 
that they are not wanted. With the resolve to leave New 
York and return to the South, they start out in a blinding 
snowstorm. In the morning they are discovered frozen to 
death in Central Park. 
The inability of two old people, taken from their 
native environment, to adjust to the utterly different mode 
of life in Harlem, forms the pathetic theme for this play. 
The contrasting scales of valu es of the older Southern 
Negro and the modern inhabitants of. Harlem are clearly dis-
tinguished. Pete and Mandy and their children have grown 
too far apart to understand each other's ideas or to have 
any thing in common. 
"n~e New Window" is the story of a self-centered man, 
with no regard for the law, who unwittingly brings about 
h is own death because of the deeds that he has committed. 
The central character, Bulloch Williams, is a cruel, fear-
l ess bootlegger who brutally mistreats his wife, Lizzie, 
and his · step-daughter, Hattie, and kills every man who 
interferes with his illegal business. Bulloch appears to 
be leading a charmed life until he is killed in a duel 
by the brother of one of the men that he had murdered. 
Afterwards it is learned that Hattie hel~ed!. to bring about 
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Bulloch's death by blunting the point of his gun. 
Superstition plays an important part in the drama 
through the character of Bulloch's wife. At the opening of 
the play, Lizzie forecasts that something is going to 
happen because of the signs that she has seen--a falling 
star, a howling dog , and Bulloch's sneezing at breakfast. 
Then, as she glances at the new window , Lizzie cries, "Look 
at de rain fallin' on de winder panes &:~ -~\Hit's fallin' 
crosswise--and dat means death. Everything pointin' tuh 
death."17 Bulloch laughs scornfully at her belief in these 
s igns, but Lizzie continuously repeats her prophecy until 
the time of Bulloch's death. 
"Silas Brown", with its setting in a Southern state, 
tells of a family consisting of Silas, his wife, Milly, and 
son, Joe. Silas, a selfish, egotistical man, has scrimped 
and saved all his life to invest his money in the Colored 
Farm Supply Company of which he is the largest stockholder.· 
During this period he has denied his wife and son everything 
and made them almost completely subservient to him. After 
Joe has left home following a particularly bitter argument 
during which Sila.s had knocked him down, a neighbor enters 
to tell Silas that the company officials are in jail and 
the stockholders have lost all their money. Silas then 
17. Randolph Edmonds , "The New Window", Six Plays for 
a Negro Theatre, P• 134. 
26. 
admits that he has even mortgaged their home to further 
his investments. Milly, driven to desperation by her son's 
departure and her husband's senseless business dealings, 
says: 
Naw, yuh never told me nothing about it. Fuh yeahs 
yuh ain't told me nothing , gimme no decent clothes 
tuh wear, and provided no decent vittles fuh me tuh 
eat. Now since yuh has went fg far by yosef, Mr. 
Brown, yuh kin keep on gwine. 
Resisting Silas• · attempt to stop her, Milly leaves, and as 
the curtain falls, we see Silas, repenting his mistakes, 
racked by huge, choking sobs. 
"Silas Brown" presents an excellent study of Negro 
life and customs in the South, but, throughout the entire 
play the spotlight is focused on the character of Silas 
Brown. The tragedy of a man who is so completely wrapped 
up in his own affairs that he is unable to see the pain 
and misery that he is causing other people until those 
oppressed people rise up and bring about his own downfall 
is a theme that dates back to the days of early Greek 
tragedy, but it is handled simply and well in this one-act 
drama. 
In "Gangsters Over Harlem" Edmonds turns .to a somewhat 
less tragic though certainly not a comic theme. This one-
act play of pure melodrama takes place in the Harlem 
18. Randolph Edmonds, "Silas Brown", ~Land of Cotton 
and Other Plays, P• 227. 
underworld and deals with two gangsters in the numbers 
game. One is supposed to be the boss of "the racket", and 
the other one tries unsuccessfully "to rub him out". The 
gullible boss is tricked until a clever member of his gang 
does a bit of sleuthing and discovers that the boss's girl 
and his right-hand man have both been working against him. 
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The play has much suspense and follows the conventional 
pattern of a melodrama. The question and answer method of 
obtaining information adds greatly to its interest. Dialect 
is not present, and there is no reference to Negro life 
except for the fact that the scene is set in Harlem. The 
only reference to the race problem or situation occurs 
when the girl says to Frank, the right-hand inan, "But you 
and "Bulldog" can't keep on killing men wi.thou t the cops 
getting wise." And frank tersely replies, "Don't matter so 
long as everybody is colored.nl9 
Eugene O'Neill's first serious attempt in writing about 
Negro life was "The Dreamy Kid". The scene opens in the 
home of Mammy Saunders, a religious, old woman, who is dying, 
and wishes to see her grandson, Dreamy, once more. Dreamy, 
a hardened, fast-living criminal, who has just killed a 
white man and is being hunted by the police, comes to pay 
a last visit to Mammy. When he realizes how much his visit 
means to Mammy, he stays with her until she dies, although 
19. Randolph Edmonds, "Gangsters -over Harlem", The 
~ of Cotton and Other Plays, p. 150. 
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it means that the police will find him and he will have to 
sacrifice his life. 
Like "Bad Man", 20 "The Dreamy Kid" is the portrait of 
a man who tries to impress people with his rough, callous 
nature, but fails in the attempt by betraying the fact that 
h e is extremely sentimental at heart. At the beginning of 
the play, Dreamy boasts of the crime that he committed and 
cruelly accuses Mammy of pretending illness to make him 
come home. The tender way in which he later treats the old 
woman and the gallantry with which he sends his girl away 
so that she will not be mixed up fn the affair when the 
police arrive, lead one to believe that he is not as tough 
as he likes to think. 
The Negro's superstitious belief in luck is illustrated 
when Ceely Ann, who is taking care of Mammy, tells Dreamy 
that he will never have any more luck again if he leaves 
Mammy, and Dreamy recoils with superstitious dread. Later, 
Mammy tells him, "If yo' leave me now, you ain't gwine git 
" no biter luck s'long 1 s yo 1 lives, I tells yo' dati, and 
Dreamy pleads, ''Don' t you say da t, Mammy 1" 21 
Dubose and Dorothy Heyward collaborated to produce in 
Porgy a vivid picture of Negro life in the Catfish Row 
section of Charleston. ln the opinion of James Weldon 
20. Supra p. 23. 
21. Eugene O'Neill, The Dreamy Kid, Alain Locke and 
Montgomery Gregory, editori;· Plays o~egro ~~ P• 20. 
Johnson, Negro historian and man of letters, the Heywards 
deserve . a position of importance in the history of Negro 
drama for their production of this play. 
The play was a dramatization of Mr. Heyward's novel, 
Porgy, one of the notable books of the year. Here 
was the second white Southerner--if in literary col-
laboration man and wife can be counted as one--to 
take Negro life ~~ the South and work it into a 
successful play. 
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The main theme of the play concerns Porgy, a crippled beg-
gar, and his unfailing devotion to his woman, the beautiful, 
flamboyant Bess. Bess had been a fast-living Negro beauty 
who drank as much as any man and indulged in the taking of 
f 
"happy dus", a dope powder. After she was deserted by her 
lover, Crown, Porgy takes her in, and she changes her mode 
of life completely, resolving to live from now on in the 
Christian way. Crown soon comes back, and he is killed by 
Porgy in a fight over Bess. While Porgy is in jail, Bess 
a gain succombs to the power of the "happy dus'", and is 
coaxed into going to New York by a young , worthless Negro 
sport. When Porgy unexpectedly returns to find that Bess 
has left him, he staunchly ,defends her against the taunts 
of his friends, and drives away in his goat cart, deter-
mined to spend the rest of his life, if necessary, in 
finding her. 
Porgy differs from all other plays of Negro life in 
22~ Johnson, £E• cit., P• 211. 
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that the minor characters are fully as important to the 
story as Porgy and Bess. Rarely is there a scene between 
two characters. The playwrights did not intand there to be. 
In the Introduction, Dubose Heyward states that the impress-
ion they meant to create was that of "a race personality 
that dominated and swayed the mass, making of it a sum 
vastly greater than the total of its individual entities ••• 
fl 23 The behavior of individuals was a secondary consideration, • • 
1 When t he characters are grouped toge ther , they show a varlet~ 
of types : Maria, the matriach of the court; Serena, t he 
well-mannered ~ "white folks" negress; Peter, the pathetic , 
harmless, feeble-minded honey man; Sporting Life, the con-
temptible, worthless braggart; and Crown, the ill-tempered, 
animal-like stevedore. It is t he interrelation of these 
characters that gives to the play its primary color and 
and' appeal. When they gather together at the wake for 
Serena's husband or to pray for the abatement of the storm, 
the s inging of the spirituals and their emotional responses 
lend a magic to the scene. More than any other play of 
Negro l i fe, Porgy paints a colorful picture of the way in 
which a large number of Negroes live together, sharing each 
others problems. 
Mamba's Daughter is the story of Hagar~ whose devotion 
23. Dorothy and Dubose Heyward, Porgy, p.x. 
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to her daughter, Lissa, is so great that she sacrifices 
her life so that Lissa will be happy. Hagar is a dull-
witted, lovable negress who seems to have a natural flair 
for getting into trouble. Her great virtue is the love 
and devotion she shows toward Lissa from the time of her 
birth until she reaches young womanhood. When Lissa is a 
young child, Hagar is sent out to work in the country 
because she is unable to conform to the laws of city life. 
While in the country she heroically sa:ves the life of a 
young Negro. As the years pass, Lissa grows up into a 
talented, beautiful girl of whom Hagar is very proud. One 
night after Lissa has attended a party, Hagar learns that 
she has been seduced by the young man whose life she had 
saved. To prevent him from exposing the facts of Lissa's 
dishonor and thus ruining her life, Hagar murders him and 
then commits suicide. 
This play differs greatly from Porgy in that the 
emphasis is placed more on specific individuals than on 
Negro life as a whole. Heyward again employs the group 
technique in such instances as the Negro song-fest in the 
country when all of the Negroes gather to sing their 
spirituals, but the personality of Hagar is so colorful and 
dynamic that she always dominates the scene. Mamba's 
Daughter is completely centered around Hagar. It is the 
biography of her life and suffering , mother-love and self-
sacrifice. As such, it is entirely her play. 
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Willis Richardson, Negro author and editor of several 
anthologies of Negro dramas, has written three simple one-
act dramas of Negro life. None of these plays could be 
considered good theatre. They have too many technical 
weaknesses, but Richardson should be credited with g iving 
a faithful honest picture of the life of the Negro. 
"The House of Sham" tells the story of Mrs. Cooper, 
a socially ambitious woman, who wishes her daughter, Enid, 
to marry a professional man, Dr. Howard, rather than Hal 
Ford, who is just starting out in the business world. 
Dr. Howard proposes to Enid, and everything appears to be 
coming to a happy conclusion, when it is made known that 
Mr. Cooper has been swindling people for many years in his 
real-estate business , in order to provide for the extrava-
gant tastes of his wife and has lost all of his money. 
The second blow falls upon this family when Dr. Howard 
announces that he has been intending to ask MD. Cooper to 
set him up in business. Amid many tears and outbursts on 
the part of Mrs. Cooper, the curtain closes, leaving the 
audience to draw their own conclusions as to the final 
outcome of this domestic tragedy. 
"The House of Sham" is exceptional ih that it gives 
us a picture of the more educated and cultured side of 
Negro l i fe, a subject rarely encountered in the field of 
Negro drama. This factor alone makes it worthy of mention 
because in all other respects it is a most unoriginal 
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rendition of a greatly overworked theme. 
In "The Broken Banjo", Willis Richardson presents the 
tale of a man whose most cherished possession is his banjo. 
When he discovers that his wife's brother and cousin have 
broken it, he throws them out of the house and threatens to 
kill them. They get even with him by divulging that he has 
murdered an old man. Just as he is planning to escape, 
aided by his faithful wife, the policeman enters and takes 
him to jail. 
There is little plot or action to "The Broken Banjo". 
It is the sketch of a highly emotional man, troubled with 
"' the complex that no one likes him, who allows his bad tem-
per to lead him to disaster. 
"The Chip Woman's Fortune", also by Richardson, is the 
story of the way in which a financial difficulty in the 
lives of a Negro porter and his family is solved. Because 
he is unable to pay his debts, the porter is sent home from 
work. The old chip woman, who lives with the family, 
surprisingly offers them a part of the fortune that she has 
been secretly accumulating in the back yard, to help pay 
their debts. 
This play presents a simple account of the way in 
which one friend unselfishly comes to the aid of another in 
time of trouble. The theme is not of sufficient intensity 
to have much dramatic value, and the exposition is long and 
drawn-out. The characters are not carefully delineated. 
Because of these weaknesses, the play contributes little 
to the drama as a picture of Negro life. 
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"Plumes", by Georgia Douglas Johnson, is a short one-
act tragedy dealing with the desire of a poor Negro mother 
to give her sick child a decent funeral with carriages, 
plumes and all the necessary ceremony. So important is the 
proper funeral to her that she debates its value against 
that of an operation that might save the child's life. 
'Vhile she is pondering a decision, the child dies. 
Poverty, i gnorance, and superstition all play an im-
portant part in this simple, touching portrayal of one of 
the many tragic incidents which befall the lower class 
Negroes in the South. Once again the Negro's belief in 
superstition is evidenced in the reading of coffee grounds 
by a friend of the family shortly before the death of the 
child. She predicts that a funeral will take place, and 
comments, "Coffee grounds don't lie.u24. 
Charles MacArthur and Edward Sheldon are the joint-
authors of Lulu Belle, a four-act play beginning in the 
depths of New York's Harlem and ending in the most fashion-
able section of Paris. Lulu Belle is a flamboyantly beau-
tifUl, fast-living mulatto, completely without morals or 
scruples, who drifts from one love affair to another. After 
enticing George, a Harlem Negro, away from his wife and 
24. Georgia Doug las Johnson, "Plumes", Alain Locke 
and Montgomery Gregory, editors, Plays of Negro ~, p. 298, 
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family, she casts him aside to travel to Paris with a 
wealthy Frenchman, the Vicompte de Villars • . She is living 
in Paris in the most luxurious manner when George, who has 
followed her across the ocean, finds her and pleads with 
her to come back with him. Lulu scoffs at his offer, and 
George retaliates by choking her to death. 
Lulu Belle is somewhat reminiscent of Porgy in the 
variety of characters, each an individual type, which it 
contains. The panorama of characters passing before the 
eyes of the audiences in the Harlem street scenes is the 
only redeeming feature in what turns out to be a very poor 
play. Poor organization characterizes the meagre plot, and 
the climax, the final death scene, appears cheaply melo-
dramatic. In ~ Belle there are present none of the care-
fully delineated main characters--Porgy, Bess, or Sporting 
Life--that made Porgy so memorable. 
It is the ultimate example of the commercial exploi-
tation of the jazz and ·abandon of the night life of 
Harlem, albeit with considerable truth and immen~g 
Theatric effectiveness. As drama it was a joke. 
Thelma Duncan wrote "Sacrifice" while she was a student 
in Montg omery Gregory's drama class at Howard University. 
This. one-act play of family life tells of Mrs. Payton, who 
has worked very hard to put her two children, Billy and Ina, 
through school. Billy is now about to graduate and his 
mother is bursting with pride. When Billy returns home 
" 25. Olive Morris, "The Negro in the American Theatre, 
Player's Magazine, May-June, 1929, P• 7. 
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from school with Roy, his school friend who is in love 
with Ina, we learn that he has stolen an examination from 
his professor and he fears that he will be discovered. 
Thus all of his mother's plans would be ruined. Sensing 
the tragedy of what this would mean to Mrs. Payton, Roy 
excuses himself from dinner, picks up Billy's notebook 
containing the examination, and goes, as one may guess, to 
the professor and tak~the blame upon himself. 
The quietness and simplicity with which the au.thor 
has presented this incident of a boy's sacrifice of his 
future for that of his friend makes of "Sacrifice" a 
very appealing and convincing drama. Had Miss Duncan made 
Roy announce or carry out his heroic act with great fanfare 
and trumpetry, the entire point would have be.en lost. An 
excellent picture of how a widowed Negro mother has to 
struggle and slave in order to g ive her children a decent 
education is shown through the character of Mrs. Payton. 
Similar in theme although somewhat less tragic is 
May Miller's one-act play "Riding the Goat", a story of 
contemporary Southern life. Ruth, a young girl, is in love 
with William, a promising physician, who is intensely 
interested in his work, and sees no sense in such social 
pursuits as the local Negro lodge, the United Order of 
Moabites, of which he is t he Grand Master. In f act, his 
disinterest is so great that h e is planning not to don 
his lodge regalia and ride the goat at the head of the 
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l odge parade. Ruth t ries to make him see how such a 
flagrant denial of his loyalty to the lodge would injure 
his business, but William refuses to heed her arguments. 
At the start of the parade the Grand Master appears to be I 
I riding the goat even though the audience knows that William 
I 
is not present. After the parade Wil liam returns, realizing I 
his mistake, to find that Ruth had taken his place as the 
Grand Master and had saved his reputation among the towns-
people. 
~ 
Love, devotion and quick-wi ttedness are exhibited in 
the character of Ruth, who, at the risk of making herself 
appear ridiculous, did what she considered wisest to protect 
the man whom she loved. The impatience of the modern, 
educated, young Negro in dealing with the old folk customs 
and traditions is brought out through the character of 
William. 
Kate Lewis Porter is one of the most promising white 
Southern authors of Negro dramas. Born in Greenville, 
Alabama, Mrs. Lewis studied at the University of North 
Carolina, and had many of her plays produced at the famous 
Carolina Playmakers' Theatre. Her material "is drawn from 
her own experiences of the Negroes she loves so much." 26 
Unlike most dramatists who write about the Southern Negro 
she concentrates her attention on the happy, carefree type 
26. Kate Porter Lewis, Alabama Folk Plays, Introduction 
by Frederick H. Koch, p. ix. 
of Negro, fond of songs and laugh ter, and primarily 
interested in enjoy ing life. 
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"The Scarlet Petticoat", a one-act play, deals with 
t h e trials of Evalina Hawkins, a young widow, to try to 
live up to the ideals of respect and mourning standards set 
by her mother-in-law, Mandy. Mandy wants Evalina to get 
"salvation", and in order to do this , they are buying on the 
installment plan the largest and most handsome tombstone in 
tovm. Evalina, tiring of mourning clothes after wearing 
them for six months, buys a beautiful, ruffled, red satin 
petticoat to satisfy her longing for something gay. Jim 
Pilsey, the dealer in tombstones and a former suitor of 
Evalin~ comes to see her, supposedly on business. Evalina 
attempts to act properly, but when Jim catches a glimpse 
of the red petticoat he realizes Evalina still loves life, 
and they immediately make plans to be married, standing up 
against Mandy's wrath and disapproval. 
"The Scarlet Petticoat" is just what Mrs. Lewis 
intended it to be, a gay, fast-moving and extremely clever 
comedy. Two of the best scenes are when Evalina unwittingly 
discloses the petticoat to Jim, and when Evaline jazzes up 
"Nearer My God to Thee" as she sings and plays it on the 
or3an when she does not reali ze that Mandy is watching . 
Evalina means no desecration of her dead husband's memory 
when her heart overpowers her head in these scenes. She 
is simply unable to control her irrepressible, youthful 
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love of fun and good times. 
A comedy about the country Negroes in Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama, is found in "Watermelon Time". Of the characters 
in this drama Mrs. Lewis says: 
judged by conventional standards, my humble friends 
of "Watermelon Time" might be considered unmoral. 
Born alike of a harmony with nature, are their 
unquenchable delight in earth~1 pleasures and their 
irrepressible religious zeal. . 
These two extremes of Negro temperament are illustred by 
Geranium, a young girl who is proud of being partly white, 
fools with dekinking solution for her hair, and is a bit 
too wise for her age concerning men; and Ginsie, her aunt, 
the President of "The Daughters of Holiness", who earnestly 
attempts to keep her drunken husband, Jake, and Ginsie on 
the right path. Ginsie's attitude is typified by the 
following statement to Geranium: 
I's aimin' to keep a clean house, too. Dat means I 
ain't havin' no triflinf womens in my house! I'se 
bout to git Jake straightened out, and I's aimin' to 
wring sin outen yo 1 2§eart--same as I wrung dirt outen dem clothes yonder. 
All of Ginsie's well-meant efforts do not appear to be in 
vain, because, at the end of the play, Geranium seems to 
have ularnt sumpin" when she changes her mind and refuses 
to elope with her mulatto boy-friend. 
In this play Mrs. Lewis treats the same type of Negro 
as she did in "The Scarlet Petticoat". The young Negro 
27. Lewis, op. ~· P• xii. 
28. Ibid, P• 72. 
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girl, loving fUn, and inclined a bit towards wildness, but 
not turning out as badly as expected, is her theme. Here 
a gain is pictured the struggle between the gayer, pleasure-
seeking Negroes of this generation and the stricter, God-
loving and God-fearing group as represented by their mothers 
and grandmothers. 
The third of Mrs. Lewis's comedies is "Three Link 
O' Chain". Mary has been deserted by Skip, her husband, 
for another woman whom he plans to marry on the day that 
the play opens. Mary has never quite g iven up hope that 
he will at least return for his prized guitar. Skip 
returns, not for his guitar, but because he has seen his 
error and wishes to come back to Mary, even though they 
have been divorced. When he explains that he has bribed 
someone else to marry Pinkie, the other woman, the whole 
family join together in preparing for the remarriage of 
Mary and Skip. 
"Three Link 0' Chain" is less dramatic than the other 
two comedies by the same author . It is merely a pleasant 
story with little plot or action, but it furnishes the 
audience ·or reader with a vivid picture of Negro life. 
One can not forget scenes such as the one in which Mary is 
seen slitting holes in her only pair of shoes so that her 
daughter may wear them to Skip's marriage to another woman, 
or the scene in which Skip sings and plays on his guitar 
the song "Three Link O' Chain", referring to his three 
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children, after his return to Mary. 
Another drama dealing with the lighter side of Negro 
life is Come Seven, by Octavus Roy Cohen. The main character 
in this three-act farce comedy is Uriah Nesbit, a good-for-
nothing colored man whose only accomplishment in life was to 
buy his wife a $125.00 diamond ring . Lacking the money 
needed for a dice game which he wishes to enter, Uriah 
finally gives in to the u r ging of his pal, Florian Slappey, 
and steals his wife's ring . A great deal of complicated 
intrigue follows the theft, and much to his surprise, Uriah 
makes several hundred dollars. Mrs. Nesbit takes most of 
the money from Uriah, but he is still able to enter the dice 
game. 
The .Plot of ~ Seven is much too complicated for so 
trivial an incident. The play is humorous and presents a 
variety of characters, but the somewhat slapstick device of 
having Uriah and Florian get out of one scrape only .to become 
involved in another is inclined to make the play rather tire-
some. 
In Clyde Davis's "Matrimony Up-to-Date", Mammy Rhodes' 
son, George, is expected home from New York after a long 
absence, and festive preparations are being made for his 
return. Included among them are the plans of Rosebud Brown 
to take his name before the "Marryin' Society" for approval. 
Much to the dismay of both Manny and Rosebud it is discovered 
upon his arrival that George is already married to a widow 
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with three children, and his principal problem is obtaining 
the $100.00 necessary to bring his wife and children down 
South. Old Folkes, a shriveled, young Negro, offers to lend 
him the money. After one look at Old Folkes! bankbook, 
Rosebud forgets her grief about George and is married to Old 
Folkes instead. 
"Matrimony Up-to-Date" is a_humorous, light type of 
comedy which presents an amusing picture of the less serious 
side of Negro life and furnishes many entertaining moments 
as well. Typical of the w1 tty fast-moving dialogue is 
Mammy's reply to George's inquiry concerni ng h r feelings 
towards his marriage: 
Good gracious, child, don't do no good for me to git 
mad with yo 1--Ever time I even let yo' run out in de 
back alley yo.' come home draggin 1 a cat and six kittens 
or oa billy goat.---I might er knowed dis runnin' off 
to New York wus jes' gwine be history repeatin' itself. 29 
Helen Dortch's "Companion-Mate Maggie" recounts the 
adventures of the R.i!ltu:dng and amazing Magg ie Pollock. After 
appearing in '· va-ud'eV!llEU3.ll over the country, Maggie returns 
to North Carolina to l ook condescendingly upon her father, 
step-mother, and faithful lover, Lee. She boldly announces 
that she has returned home after a little trouble in which 
she carved up her companion-mate husband, Wilbur. Soon 
Wilbur arrives to claim the clothes and trinkets that he 
bought for Magg ie, and she ~hases him out with a stick of 
29. Clyde Davis Tucker, "Matrimony Up-to-Date", E.M. 
C~ll, editor, ~ Banner Anthology of One-Act Plays ~ 
American Authors, P• 230. 
firewood. Realizing t hat she has flnally lost Wilbur, 
Maggie becomes much more a greeable and accepts Lee's offer 
of marriage . 
Although Miss Dortch's play is simply another light 
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amusing one-act comedy of Negro life, the character of Maggie 
Pollock cannot easily be forgotten. Complete with gold-
crowned tooth and straightened hair, and dressed in her 
maribou scarf and red silk stockings, Ma gg ie exemplifies 
the lower class Negro girl who has · become successful in the 
vaudeville field. So individual is she that one would judge 
her to be a product of the author's imagination. In truth , 
Magg ie is the cook in Miss Dortch's own home, and with but 
a few embellishing touches, the author attempted to draw her 
. 30 faithfully from life. 
The discussion of the preceding plays has resulted in 
the following conclusions concern ing dramas of Negro life: 
1. With but one exception the dramatists' attentions 
are concentrated on the Negroes of the lower class, both 
educationally and financially. 
2. Four-fifths of the dramas treat the Negro living in 
the South; the remaining one-fifth, the Negro living in 
Northern cities. 
3. Approximately two-thirds of the dramas deal with the 
tragic side of Negro life. Self-sacrifice is the mos·t popular 
30. "Our Carolina Stage--'Companion-Mate Maggie' ", 
The Carolina Playbook, Vol II, No. 3, September, 1929, p. 28. 
theme; murder and entanglements with the ·law are also 
recurrent. 
4. The comedies are divided into two groups: first, 
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the remnant of the old-time farce where the Negro gets him-
self in and out of one hilarious incident after another; 
second, the portrayal of the gay, laughing Southern Negro, 
primarily of the younger generation, who is unable to recon-
cile his love of life ~~d the gratification of his five senses 
with the code of living set up by organized society. 
5. Most of the dramas are confined to one act in length. 
6. Only a few have any real plot structure; many are 
merely character sketches in dramatic form. 
7. Negro superstition and sorcery play an important 
part in many of the dramas. 
CHAPTER III 
PROBLEM DRAMAS 
The problems created by the Negro situation in this 
country have been many and various. The mistreatment of 
Negroes by white people, the Negro's desire for social as 
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well as political freedom, miscegenation, and other relations 
between Negro and white men and women are but a few of the 
problems which have appeared since Negroes were granted their 
freedom. Specifically the dramas may be defined as those 
plays which have as their major themes the problems that the 
Negro must face in adjusting himself to a predominately white 
society. Early in the twentieth century dramatists ·recognized 
such problems as important subjects for the drama, and during 
the last twenty years a steadily increasing number of problem 
plays have been produced. Practically every phase of the 
Negro problem has been treated in one or more plays. Certain 
specific problems have merited the dramatist's attention. 
So significant have the Problem dramas become, that they now 
constitute the largest and most important section of the 
entire field of Negro drama. 
It is the purpose of this chapter to determine the way 
in which Problem dramas have contributed to the Negro drama 
by pointing out the various problems which have been chosen 
as subjects for dramatic treatment, and by showing the 
different ways in which the several aspects of these problems 
have been approached. The same method of procedure has been 
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employed as was listed at the beginning of Chapter Two. 
The best-knovvn play dealing with the subject of· mis-
cegenation is Eugene O'Neill's "All God's Chillun Got Wings". 
The story takes place in the borderline section of the Negro 
district of New York , and deals with the tragic outcome of 
a Negro-white marriage. Jim Harris, a slow, plodding 
ambitious Negro, desires above all else to study law and 
pass the bar examinations. His plans are thwarted by his 
marriage to Ella Downey, a white girl, whom he has loved 
since childhood. Ella, a pretty but shallow girl, marries 
Jim only as a last resort after she was deserted by her white 
lover. Soon after the marriage it becomes evident that El la 
is mentally unbalanced. Jim unselfishly devotes himself to 
Ella's care, and as a result he fails to pass his examinations. 
Ella finally goes completely insane and Jim realizes that both 
of their lives have been ruined. 
Although miscegenation is the primary theme of "All 
God's Chillun Got Wings", the play is not really centered 
around this problem. The marriage of Jim and Ella is not 
merely the marriage of a Negro and a white woman. It is the 
marriage of a Negro and a mentally unbalanced woman. The 
play does not deal with any of the social problems that would 
normally confront a Negro-white marriage. Ella's insanity 
was definitely a ggravated by her marriage to Jim, but even 
at the time of the marriage, she did not appear to be 
mentally stable.. It is only Jim who does not recognize this 
fact as he continues to blame himself for her trouble. 
I can do anything for herl I'm all she's got in the 
world! I've got to prove I can be all to her! I've 
got to prove worthy! I've got to prove she can be 
proud of m~J I've got to prove I'm the whitest of 
the white l 
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Ella's trouble resolves itself into a split personality, and 
she finally escapes by returning to the days of her childhood. 
I ' l l be just your little girl, Jim--and you'll be my 
little boy--just as we used to be, remember, when we 
were beaux; and I'll put shoe blacking on my face and 
pretend I'm black and you can put chalk on your face 
and pretend you're white2 just as we used to do--and we can play marbles ••••• 
~us uAll God's Chillun Opt Wings" is more of a psychological 
study of the manner i n wh ich a woman inflicted with insanity 
brings about the ruin of her own and her husband's lives than 
a drama dealing with the problem of miscegenation. 
It is interesting to note how this play, produced in 
1924 , was received by the public at large. 
Public excitement about the play did not wait for the 
opening in the theatre, but started fully three months 
before; that is, as soon as it was seen through the 
publication of' the play in the Amer.ican Mecury that the 
t wo chief characters were a coloured boy and a white 
girl, and that the boy falls in love with the girl and 
marries her. When it was learned that the play was to 
be produced in a New York theatre with a coloured and 
a white performer in these two roles, a controversy 
began in the newspapers of the city that quickly spread; 
and articles, editorials, and interviews filled column 
upon column in periodicals throughout the country.3 
1. Eugene O'Neill, "All God's Chillun Got Wings" , Nine 
Plays ~ Eu~ene O'Neill, P• 125. 
2. Ibi , P• 132. 
3. JOEilson, .2.£• cit., P• 193. 
48. 
Such publicity had little effect upon the play. A few minor 
changes were made in the early scenes where the little black 
and white children are playing together. "All God's Chillun 
Got Wings" was received enthusiastically by the audience, and 
undoubtedly O'Neill's success did much towards encouraging 
other dramatists to write about similar problems. 
O'Neill's second attempt to deal with the relations 
between the Negro and white races resulted in "Diff'rent", 
which was produced in 1925. The plot concerns a young girl , 
about to be married, who hears that her sea-captain fiance 
has had relations with a Negro girl on one of ·his South Sea 
voyages. Repulsed with the idea because she has always 
believed that they were both "diff 1rent" , she refuses t o 
marry him. She ends up as an erotic, unbalanced, maladjusted 
old maid who attempts to charm her former fiance's nephew. 
The old man is so grief-stricken by her behavior that he 
kills himself. 
Typical of many O'Neill pl ays, psychology and 
psychological analysis play an important part in "Diff 1rent". 
O'Neill makes no attempt to state any theories concerning 
race relations. The play has no Negro characters and does 
not, in any great detail, deal with the Negro theme, but all 
of the action and the final tragedy that results is indirectly 
due to this problem. 
An exceedingly interesting drama of miscegenation is 
Samson Raphaelson 1 s V/hite Man. Paul Grimm, a young architect , 
is a mulatto--one-eighth black and seven-eighths white. 
During a trip to Europe, Paul becomes interested in Mary 
Niles, a wealthy white girl. The first suggestion of a 
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race pro~lem appears when Paul confesses to Mary that he is 
engag ed to a girl whom he does not love, and who~ he knows 
that he cannot marry. "I'm not sure I know. It's just a 
feeling that her world--the life she stands for--means 
slavery." 4 Paul soon falls in love with Mary, and he marries 
. 
her without revealing his secret ~ ecause he has definitely 
decided to "pass" as a white person. Paul and Mary live 
happily together even after they discover that they are to 
have a child, and Paul finally makes his confession to Mary. 
Mary's attitude is--"You 1re a Negro ••• I'm not ••• and we're 
married ••• and I love you ••• and that's the way it is ••• "5 
When the child arrives, having all the characteristics of 
a full-blooded Negro, Mary's feelings towards both the child 
and Paul change in spite of her strivings to control them, 
and influenced by her enraged father, she leaves Paul. 
Even after Mary has left him, Paul still attempts to "pass" 
as white. When Mary's father r eturns to ask him to leave 
the city so that Mary can forget him, Paul replies: 
What have I done; what have I done? They can 't take the 
r ight to live where I want to live--the right to work--
they can't do it, I tell youl If I go, I'm lost. 
4. Samson Raphaelson, White M!a, Act I, Scene 1, p. 4. 
5. !£!£, Act II, Scene 1, p. 13. 
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I'll never be able to touch a drafting board again. 
I won't be able to look a man in the face again, white 
or black. Can't they leave me be? This is my home. 
I've earned it. This is a free countr5. I can't let 
them strip me naked and thrust me out. 
And ironically enough, Paul comes to a tragic end in Harlem 
where he has become involved in a fi ght with another Negro, 
while still attempting to "pass" as white. 
White Man has its weaknesses and some of them are 
obvious. The implausibility of Paul's behavior in attempting 
to "pass" as a white man after his years of upbringing as a 
Negro could certainly be argued. Raphaelson presents no 
preachments concerning the mixing of races, but his drama 
illustrates vividly the futility of such an attempt on the 
part of a well-educated, intelligent membe~ of the Negro 
race. 
One of the high points in this drama is the way in 
which Raphaelson manag es to express the feeling s of a Negro 
attempting to masquerade as white. This is shown in a 
speech by Richard, Paul's brother-in-law, when he warns Paul 
that his marriage to Mary will only mean unhappiness. 
I -'ll tell you the kind of life I lead ••• Have you ever 
seen white people, when they see a colored baby ••• they 
stop and fondle it---but I never dare to. I'm afraid. 
I'm afraid somebody will see something in my eyes, in 
my smile, that a note will come into my voice and they 
may think, "Nigger." I never dare to pick up a banjo ••• 
I never dare to dance. I never dare to sing except 
when we're alone. I'm afraid--afraid that something 
in my sing ing voice, something in the sway of my body 
6. Ibid, Act III, Scene 1, P• 7. 
as I move across the floor'll make somebody think 
"Nigger blood." ••• And every time I want to laugh 
out loud because joy is running in me, something 
suddenly stops it. I'm afraid there'll be a look 
in somebody's eves--a look that'll say to me, 7
11 That's 
a nigger laugh." My laughing days are over ••• 
Brass Ankle, by Dubose Heyward, also deals with the 
subject of miscegenation from a somewhat different angle. 
In a Southern community where prejudice is rampant and 
"One drop of black blood makes a man a nigger," 8 a ·black 
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child is born to a white couple, Larry and Ruth Learner. 
Neither parent is able to account for this surprising 
incident until the doctor dis closes that Ruth's grandfather 
was a member of the Brass AnJdes, a partially Negro group, 
and the baby is a throw-back a ccording to the Mendelian 
law. Driven almost crazy by his problem and the suspicions 
of the townspeople, Larry, in a drunken frenzy, exposes the 
baby to his friends. Realizing that this disclosure would 
prevent her older daughter, June, from being accepted by 
society , Ruth puts on an act before the neighbors, in which 
she claims that the color of the baby is not due to any 
mixed blood, but to the fact that the baby's real father 
was a colored employee in Larry's store. Larry, unaware 
that her story was just a clever trick shoots Ruth for her 
' 
unfaithfulness to him. 
· This play simply shows the tragic results which may 
occur from the mixing of Negro and white blood. It contains 
7. Ibid, Act I, Scene 3, p. 40. 
8. Dubose Heyward, Brass Ankle, P• 41. 
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no propaganda against people who have defied the color line. 
Ruth and Larry were in no way responsible for the tragedy 
that befell them, for there was no possible way in which they 
could have prevented it. Their responsibility begins at the 
time of the baby's birth, and the way in which they solve 
the problem is entirely their own affair. At this point it 
becomes apparent that Ruth is a stronger, finer and braver 
person than her wholly white husband, Larry, an emotionally 
high-strung, extremely weak character who looks at the 
problem purely from a subjective point of view and fails to 
consider Ruth 1 s feelings or welfare. If L a rry ·were as 
unselfish and intelligent in dealing with the situation a s 
his wife, the final tragedy might have been averted. 
Paul Green, whose colorful plays of Negro were discussed 
in Chapter Two, writes just as convincingly about the Negro's 
problems. In this group are several dramas of the relation-
ships between Negro and white men and women. 
"The Goodbye", is the story of a white man and a 
beautiful, educated negress who have been living together 
for several years and have a seven year old child. The 
man has finally decided to give up his mistress and marry 
a white girl whom he does not love in order to regain a 
respectable position in the community. At the last minute 
Ed regrets his decision and pleads with Lalie not to leave, 
but she sticks to her decision to go North. 
The problem of Ed and Lalie provides the basis for one 
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of the most natural and plausible dramas of the relation-
ship between a white man and a negress. Lalie is equal to 
Ed both in education and breeding , and between the two 
characters there is a very great love. Yet despite these 
thing s in common, the prejudices and pressures of organized 
society are too strong to allow the individuals to live 
happily together. Lalie is satisfied with the present arrange-
ment, but she sees that Ed is unhappy and wants more from 
life than she is able to give him. She seems to realize 
the very great mistake they have made when she says, "But 
I haven·'t been enough and I thought I would be. You thought 
so too."9 
''White Dresses" tells the story of Mary McLean, a 
beautiful, light mulatto girl, who is in love with Hugh 
Morgan, the son of the landlord of the plantation upon which 
she and her grandmother live. Mary is also being courted 
by a young Negro, Jim Matthews. When she refuses to marry 
Jim because of his color, accepts a white dress from Hugh, 
and refuses to put him out of her mind, Granny McLean sees 
that it is necessary to reveal a secret that she has kept 
hidden for twenty years. She brings out a white dress of 
the same type as the one given to Mary by Hugh, and tells 
Mary that this dress was given to Mary's mother, now dead, 
9. Paul Green, "The Goodbye", In 2, Valley and Other 
Plays, P• 305. -
by Mr. Morgan. Mary is horrified to discover that Hugh 
is her half-brother. 
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The problem with which "White Dresses" is concerned is 
many-sided and complex. First, Mary is a super-sensitive 
girl who fights vainly against her Ne gro blood. Secondly, 
she is in love with a white man. Thirdly, the man is a 
blood relation. Granny wisely realizes that Mary is strugglin~ 
against a problem which is far beyond her ability to solve, 
and, fully aware of Mary's heartbreak, she is only able . 
to advise: "I knows yo feelings, chile, but you's gut to 
smother •em in, you's gut to smother 'em in.nlO 
The main character in Green's "The End of the Row" 
ls an educated mulatto girl who has aspirations of doing 
great things for her race. She is spurred on by the con-
viction that the young, white farm-owner for whom she works 
is a good and fine person who is sincerely interested in 
her ambitions. She soon learns that he has only given her 
money and books and pretended an interest in her education 
because he is attracted by her beau~y. Crushed by the 
horror of her discovery, she returns to work in the fields, 
broken in spirit, and with her ambitions shattered. 
"The End of the Row" presents some of the difficulties 
that Negroes, and more particularly Negro women, must face 
in attempting to rise above their environment--the trials 
10. Paul Green, "Vmi te Dresses", Alain Locke and 
Montgomery Gregory, editors, · Plays of Negro~, p. 138. 
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they must face and the temptations they must surmount. 
In "Blue Blood", Georgia Douglas treats of a tragedy 
that is similar to the one found in Green's "White Dresses". 
On the evening of the wedding , two Negro mothers discover 
that their mulatto children who are to be married have the 
same white father, a Southern aristocrat with "blue blood" 
in his veins. To save the girl from disgrace, the Negro 
lover whom she had rejected agrees to elope with her. 
Mrs. Johnson brings out two significant social 
implications: colored women are completely unprotected 
a gainst the advances of white men as far as the law is con-
cerned, and colored women must protect their own men from 
the whites by refraining from telling on the white men. 
A comment on Lucy White 1 s · "The Bird Child" states that 
it is "a very bold treatment of a characteristic Southe·rn 
situation, and is notable as an ea rly bit of the new realism 
in the Southern approach to the race situation."11 The 
story concerns Ezekiel Burrows, a Southern white lawyer, 
who is tol d by his young sister tha t she has had a dream 
in which her d ead mother appeared before h er, prophesying 
that some t h i ng horrible was about to happen. Soon afterwards 
Ezekiel is confronted with a former Negro servant who inf orms 
him that he is the fa t her of her child whom she wants him 
to keep in his home. Upon t he mulatto child's arrival he 
is overwhelmed by the way in which her eyes exactly resemble 
11. ~~ P• 405w 
those of his mother. In a like manner, his sister 
immediately senses the situation. 
Unlike most dramas of similar theme, "The Bird Child" 
pictures Ezekiel as wholeheartedly sorry and repentant for 
the follies of his youth. He could undoubtedly rid him-
self of the child, but he realizes that it is his duty to 
care for her. He is fully aware that he will have to pay 
again and again for his sins through this ever present 
reminder. 
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John Matheus, Professor at West Virg inia State College, 
deals with the age-old problem of mulattoes in "Ti Yette". 
Racine, an intelligent Creole quadroon, is interested in 
. 
and well-informed about the Negro race and hates the fact 
that he is looked down upon because of his colored blood. 
He expresses this hatred to his sister, Ti Yette, when he 
informs her of his future plans. 
When they pass laws that I must have a white guardian 
to represent me, speak for me in their courts, when I 
must not meet together with my fellow citizens, when 
I dare not assemble with othef2free men of color upon pain of convict labor1 Free? 
Then he tells her of his plans for the two of them to escape 
to Africa where he will find her a proper Negro husband •. 
Ti Yette, who could easily pass for a white woman, does 
not agree. · 
All this palaver about these conjuring Negroes. I 
hate them all. They are holding me down. I wish I 
12. Johri Matheus, "Ti Yette", Willis Richardson, 
compiler, Plays and Pageants from the Life of the Negro, p.Sl. 
had never been born. One drop of their blood and I 
m,i..~ st be black forever. This skin is as fair as the 
whitest woman's and my brother talks of marrying me 
to an African king . Is he crazy? But how shall I 
tell him? He will kill me. Ohl 0 dear Christ, 0 
merciful Mary J What shall I doyl3 
Accompanied by Rhubotham, the white man with whom she is 
in love, Ti Yette tells of the plan whereby Rhubotham will 
manage to have her declared to be white and they will be 
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able to marry. Racine, overcome by rage and surprise, 
determines to thwart Ti Yette, and uttering , "You shall see 
that the will of the black man is mightier than the white,"14 
he stabs her and then falls, sobbing , upon her body. 
"Ti Yette" expresses the two varying points of view 
that may be held by persons of mixed blood. Having no 
definite race of their own to which they can ally themselves, 
their natural inclination is to take sides for or against 
one of the two races. 
Mulatto, written by the Negro poet and dramatist, 
Langston Hughes, had a two years run on the New York stage 
from 1935 to 1937. Commenting on this drama, Bond states: 
The story attempts to narrate the tragic confusion 
of the people whose blood is half white, half black. 
Hughes -has aimed to paint the social status of1guch a class and has chosen Georgia for his locale. 
As Mulatto was an unpublished play and the script was not 
obtainable, the author is indebted to Bond for the following 
sunnnary: 
15. Ibid, P• 86. 
14. Ibid, p. 104. 
15. Bond, ,£E• .£!.!•, P• 114. 
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Col onel Norwood, a Southern Gentleman, is taken as 
a t ype of the millions of his like in the South, while 
Cora Lewis, his colored housekeeper and mistress, is 
the mother of his mulattoes. The Colonel refuses to 
recognize the illegitimate children and, driven to 
their mother' s race, they lose their rightful heritage. 
The Colonel refuses to recognize Robert Lewis and Sally, 
who like many mulatto girls is forced to submit to 
many indignities, even in her father's house. When 
the son comes home from college and attempts . to approach 
his father through the front door, the Colonel opposes 
his entrgnce by drawing a gun and in the scuffle is 
killed.l 
Mulatto is not basically different from the other dramas 
dealing with persons of mixed blood except for the fact that 
it states the injustices of the situation more forcefully 
and presents the material somewhat more frankly. 
Many and various have been the problem dramas written 
by both white and Negro dramatis~: to point out the large 
number of injustices suffered by individual Negroes at the 
hands of white people. So di fferent are the approaches to 
this particular theme that it is impossible to classify the 
dramas. Race prejudice, miscegenation, lack of educational 
and business opportunities are examples of the injustices 
treated in one or more dramas. 
"Sugar Cane", written by Frank Wilson, Negro dramatist 
and actor (Wilson played the lead roles in both Porgy and 
In Abraham's Bosom), won first prize in the Opportunity 
Contest in 1925. This drama discusses two problems: the 
relations between a Negro girl and a white man, and the 
conflicting attitudes of the new and old Negro generations 
16. Ibid, PP • 114-116. 
regarding their race. Sugar Cane is the mother of an 
illegitimate baby for whom her family blame the northern 
Negro, Howard Hill. It is in reality the child of a good-
bt:~. 
for-nothing white man who forced his advances upon the girl 
and threatened her for ever telling the secret by reprisals 
a gainst her family by the Klu Klux .Klan. It shows how 
little protection Negro g irls have against the advances of 
white men in the South. 
The second problem is brought out in the conversation 
Fred has with his father, Paul Cane. Paul has absolute 
faith in the integrity of the white folks, but Fred is much 
more skeptical. He is tired of having them do his thinking 
for him and is extremely concerned with the idea of race 
pride. He is bothered because white people consider them-
selves superior to him, and, in his youthful enthusiasm and 
exuberance, he is anxious to prove his worth and fight for 
his rights. Paul, more conservative because of age and 
experience, believes in fooling the white folks out of their 
money and lands by allowing them to think that they are 
better and smarter than he. Paul represent~ the typical 
Southern Negro of the old type who is much more interested 
in security and freedom. 
Willis Richardson's "The Flight of the Natives" deals 
with the attempt of slaves trying to escape from their 
Southern owners during the 1860's. It gives particular 
attention to the slave's dread of being sold down the 
• 
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river and the cruel treatment given runaway slaves. nLe 
importance of freedom and the price they are willing to 
pay for it are shown in the speech of Mose, one of the 
characters, "Ah'm a common dog if Ah wouldn't give the rest 
o•· ma life for five years free. 11 17 
A similar spirit is expressed in John Matheus' " 1 Cruiter 
a drama concerning the recruiting of Southern Negroes for 
work in Northern munitions factories during the first World 
War. The young Negroes are anxious for the chance because 
of the promises of better wages and greater freedom made 
to them by the recruiters. For them it is a chance to be 
really Free. 
Ah'm goin', Granny. Don't yo' see Ah can't stay heah? 
Ef Ah stay Ah'm goin' tuh git kilt fo' sassin dese 
whi' fo'lk; ef Ah go tuh wa•, Ah hastuh leave yo' 
jes' de same an' mebbe git kilf~ Ef Ah go No'th and 
die, Ah'll be a dead free man. 
The older people are much more cautious in accepting the 
wonderful promises made to them by the recruiters. Their 
sentiments are expressed in the words of Granny, "Dey ain't 
tekin' niggahs on steam cahs fo' nuttin•. Vlhi' fo'ks is 
whi' fo'ks." 19 As in "Sugar Cane" , here is exhibited the 
same conflict of ideas between the members of two different 
generations. 
The scene of Goin' ~' by Ransom Rideout, is set in 
17. Willis Richardson, "The Flight of the Natives", 
Plays of Negro Life, p. 103. 
11r. Johri l.ranleus, u 'Cruiter", Plays of Negro Life, 
P• 203. 19. ~' p. 199. 
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a Paris cafe, shortly after the end of the last war, 
Major Powell, commanding officer of one of the Negro regi-
ments, meets his old servant, Israel du Bois, and learns 
that he has won the croix de guerre, married a French girl, 
and now owns the cafe. Powell, a Southerner from New Orleans, 
believes that Israel is stepping out of line and determines 
to show him his place. Vfhen Israel discovers that Powell 
has been. having an affair with his wife, they engage in a 
fight. Samba, Israel's Senegalese friend, attempts to aid 
him by killing Powell, but Israel shoots Samba instead. He 
later realizes that the memory of the old days in New Orleans 
was too much for him. Upon the arrival of the police, Powell 
sensing Israel's devotion, proves himself a man by admitting 
that he was the true murderer. The play ends with Powell's 
resolve to take Israel home with him. 
The racial theme of the mixing of blacks and whites 
predominates in this drama and is seen from many different 
angles. Lise, Israel's cheap French wife, did not recognize 
any real distinction in his color, even though she did 
marry him f or h is money, until Powell points the distinction 
out to her. Jim, the educated Negro soldier, wants to 
desert the regiment and remain in France where he will be 
judged for his individual merits rather than his Negro blood. 
I wouldn 't have to think of being a nigger in a white 
man 's world. I wouldn't ha~B to thi~~ no more about 
the rotten deal He gave us. 
20. Ransom Rideout, Goint t~, p. 65. 
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Israel, realizing his mistake in trying to mix with whites, 
tries to explain that even in France no Negro is completely 
happy. 
YY~You 1 d miss something . You don't know what at 
first~ Then---all of a sudden---you'd know. It's 
that big black laugh you're missing . It ain't now-
where in the white man's world. You'd get hungr y 
for your kind, boy. You'd eat your heart o~i to 
look into a black face and laugh like hell. 
A secondary theme is the feeling of greater self-
importance and freedom that comes to the Ne gro after he has 
fought in the war and experienced life in free France. Israel 
illustrates this feeling in his speech to Powell just before 
the fi ght. 
You're not talking to a poor nigger 
way that couldn't tell his own soul 
You're talking t~ a man that's been 
the French armyl 2 
' down New Orleans 
from a skunk. 
a sergeant in 
Such a feeling shows that it will be difficult for a Negro 
who has supposedly fought for freedom to adjust himself 
once again to the hide-bound, intolerant conventions of the 
South. 
Frank and straightforward in the treatment of Negro 
prejudice, the relationships between men and women of the 
Negro and white races, and lynching is Annie Nathan Meyer's 
Black Souls. Phyllis and Andrew Morgan, two highly educated, 
extremely intelligent Negroes who have struggled long and 
hard to found and build Magnolia, a school for colored people 
in the South, are to have their fondest hopes realized with 
21. Ibid, p. 67. 
22. TOTU, P• 44. 
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the coming of the Governor nnd State Senator, the latter 
to endow the school with a new building . The cynicism of 
David Lewis, Phyllis' brother, is confirmed upon the arrival 
of the party. It is soon discovered that David and Luella, 
the Senator's daughter, were in love in France furing the 
last war, and Luella does not see why they cannot continue 
as before despite David's attempts to impress upon her the 
utter difference of their relationship in the South. It 
also becomes apparent that the Senator is only using his 
pretended interest in the school to cover his admiration for 
Phyllis. His lustful, lascivious attitude shows him to be 
a most disgusting character. When Andrew hears that a 
lynching is about to take place, he immediately decides to 
stop it, but the Senat~r urges him to refrain. 
Don't you ever admit that a nigger is guilty? That's 
the matter with the whole of you--This shielding and 
protecting of your own people has got to stop. You 
hang a dam sight too close together. We white folks 
won't stand for it. We white men are banded together 
in the most sacred cause in the world--the Supremacy 
of the White Race. And we mean to ~~intain it--at 
all costs--you hear? At all costsl 
Later they discover that the Negro who had been mutilitated 
and burned was David. Luella had urged him to show her the 
cabin where he wrote his poetry and, much against his will, 
he consented. While they were sitting there David saw a 
white face at the window, and, realizing what their discovery 
would mean to Luella's reputation he pretends advances to 
her to save her good name. Andrew is to meet his second 
23. Annie Nathan Meyer, Black Souls, p. 74. 
and ·final defeat when he discovers the Senator attempting 
to seduce his wife. vYhen Andrew threatens to kill him, the 
Senator reminds him: 
You lay a hand on me .and you'll start the biggest race 
rlot the South has had yet ••• You'll set the Negroes 
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back two generations. You, their leader--2~u 1 ll destroy 
them worse than their worst enemy would. 
Finally as the Senator plans to disown Luella after he has 
discovered the truth about the lynching , Phyllis summarizes 
the chief message of the play in her accusation of him: 
Yes, she .is your childJ That's just what she is l 
Blood of your blood and flesh of your flesh ••• If 
you want your women to stay clean, you've got to 
stay clean yourselves ••• Now I know why you white 
men go out of your senses when a black man attacks 
your women. You call it by high-sounding names--
"preserving the purity of the white race", but 
it's just plain jealous fear. You know it isn't 
always the black man who runs after the white ·woman , 
sometimes it's the other way around. That's why y ou 
b ecome wild beasts and burn and slay and cut up 
living bodies--You're afraid the truth will come 
ou t--you're afraid your sai~51y, white women will 
be known for what they arel 
Sensational, theatrical, even flashy. Yes, all of these 
words might be applied to Black Souls which is in no sense 
a finished dramatic production. Yet one is made. to feel 
that the author had a definitely higher purpose than merely 
presenting a story of cheap sensationalism. The characters 
seem to speak sincerely and truthfully from their hearts, 
giving utterance to all of the prejudice and oppression that 
the Ne gro has been made to suffer for many centuries. 
24. Ibid, p. 90. 
25. ~, p. 97. 
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In 1927, Paul Green's In Abraham's Bosom was awarded 
t he Pulitzer Prize "for the or;tginal American play best 
representing the education, value, and power of the stage.u26 
The t ragic problem of the mulatto who tries to rise and 
better himself, but fails in the process because the forces 
working within and against him are too great is the theme 
that Green chose for t his drama. Abraham McCra~nie, a 
young mulatto turpentine worker, wishes to become a teacher 
of his people. His father, Colonel McCrannie, the owner of 
the plantation on which he works, has promised him a school 
when he is prepared to teach. With this one thought in 
mind, Abe studies while the other workers eat and does 
mental arithmetical problems as he works. He tosses off the 
scoffs of his fellow workers who insist that he or any other 
Negro hasn't a chance of attaining his ambitions. The 
philosphy of the average turpentine worker seems to be: 
Raght on de bottom wid deir hand and legs, muscle 
power , backbone , down wid de rocks and de shovels 27 
and de digging , dat's de nigger. White man on top. 
One day Abe becomes invol ved in a figh t with the Colonel 's 
son, Lonnie. For this the Colonel gives Abe a strenuous 
beating . This wounds Abe's sensitive soul, and from that 
time, his troubles seem to be gin. The Colonel is unable to 
arrange for him to have a school. He marries Goldie , his 
26. Johnson, ££• cit., p. 208. 
27. Paul Green, "In Abraham's Bosom," The Field God 
and In Abraham's Bosom, p. 22. 
childhood sweetheart, and their children die in infancy. 
Discouraged and despondent, he wanders from job to job, 
unable to provide the necessities of life for his family. 
His unalterable ego and fervent conviction that he is born 
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to teach and lead prevent him from getting along with anyone 
with whom he comes in contact. Convinced that he is a 
failure, he finally renounces his faith in God. 
Makes no difference. Wuk our guts out do no good • 
••• de Nigger is down, down, De white man up dere 
high, setting up wid God--up dare in his favor. 
He git eve 1 thing, nigger git de scraps, leavings. 28 Ain't no God foh de nigger, dat's white man's God. 
Even when the Colonel gives him a school, Abe destroys 
his chances of becoming successful by whipping a smal l child 
and incurring the wrath of his parents. He then falls back 
into the old routine of drifting from job to job. A second 
chance is offered to him with the opening of a new school. 
Excited and enthusiastic, Abe goes out to make his care-
fully prepared speech to stimulate interest in the venture. 
He returns from the meeting , beaten and bruised by the 
members of the Klu Klux Klan. On his way home he meets 
Lonnie who chides him about the foolishness of his plan. 
Abe strikes Lonnie, and kills him in the ensuing fi ght. 
Abe, himself, is soon killed by the enraged mob who follow 
him right to his doorstep. The play ends as the mob recedes, 
and the voices are heard mumbling: 
28. ~~ p. 56. 
Yeh, mura' s it. 
He won't raise no more disturbances. 
What a bloody murder he done. 
He ' s s ti 11 now, by God 1 · 
It's the only way to have peace, peace. 29 
"In Abraham's Bosom," illustrates the problem of 
the mulatto who wishes to have a chance to work and live 
as he pleases, but is denied this chance because of his 
Negro blood, Abe's case differs somewhat from the usual 
problem of the man of mixed blood. He also has the added 
burden of an uncontrollable temper and an over-inflated 
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ego. Andrew Malone, writing in The Dublin Magazine, senses 
the duplicity of this problem: 
It is one of the most significant plays of our time; 
not significant for America only, but for all who 
have human frustration constantly in mind• Abraham's 
tragedy is apparently of small account, but he is 
typical of his race; and the tragedy is not entirely 
one of environment. .In any other environment his 
vanity an%0pomposity would lead inevitably to his · downfall. 
Rachel, by Angelina w. Grinke, is a drama about an 
intelligent, young Negress who is driven mad because of the 
persecution that she and her race must endure. As a child 
Rachel is a perfectly normal individual, but as she grows 
older and sees that she, a domestic science g raduate, and 
her brother Tom, an electrical engineer, will both be unable 
to obtain positions befitting their training because they 
are Negroes , Rachel gradually loses her spirit. Tom states 
29. Ibid, P• 140. 
30. Andrew E. Malone, "An American Folk-Dramatist; 
Paul Green, 11 The Dublin :Magazine, April-June, 1929, p. 38 . 
the problem: 
Today, we colored men and women, everywhere--are 
up against it. Every year, we are having a harder 
time of it. In the South, they make it as impossible 
as they can for us to get an education. We're 
hemmed in on all sides. Our one safeguard--the 
ballot--in most states, is taken away already, 
or is being taken away. Economically, in a few 
lines, we have a slight show--but at what a costl 
In the North, they make a pretense of liberality: 
they give us the ballot and a good education, and 
then snuff us out. Each year, the problem just 
to live, gets more difficult to solve.3 
As time passes and Rachel hears more and more of the 
horrible experiences of Negro children in school and at 
play, she gradually becomes less balanced mentally. 
You Godl--You terrible, laughing Godl Listenl 
I swear--and may my soul be damned to all eternity, 
if I do break this oath--I swear--that no child of 
mine shall ever lie upon my breast, for I will 
not have it rise up, in the ~errible days that are 
to be---and call me cursed.3 
She makes her final break with society' by sending away 
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the man she loves, and in her half-crazed state, she decides 
to devote her life to Jimmy, the little boy whom she has 
adopted. 
Rachel depicts the effect that prejudice and persecution 
have upon a gentle, sensitive, idealistic Negro girl. It 
simply deals with one individual case and makes no supposition 
that the majority or all of the same race would react in 
the same manner. Within the same play Rachel's brother Tom, 
facing the problem more realistic~lly, prefers to take a 
31. Angelina W. Grimke, Rachel, P• 49. 
32. Ibid, p. 63. 
job as a waiter and fi ght for survival in a white man's 
world. 
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Native Son, by Paul Green and Richard Wright, is based 
on Wright's popular novel of the same title, and is the 
most recent Negro drama to have a successful run on the 
Broadway staee. Bigger Thomas, a young Negro youth from 
the slums of Chicago, obtains a position as chauffeur for 
the wealthy and influential Mr. Dalton. Mary Dalton, his 
daughter, whose two interests in life appear to be Communism 
and liquor, urges Bigger to help her to her room one night 
when she returns home in a state of drunkenness. vVhile 
Bigger is still there, Mrs. Dalton, who is blind, stops 
by to see her daughter, and Bigger, realizing what will 
happen if he is discovered, places a pillow over Mary's 
face to keep her from making any noise. Mary is smothered 
to death, and Bigger, driven to desperation, burns her 
body in the furnace. He then plans to obtain money from 
Mr. Dalton by pretending that Mary has been kidnapped and 
sending him a ransom note. Bigger's plans are brought to 
a swift conclusion when a clever newspaperman, playing out 
his hunch that Bigger had killed Mary, discovers her body 
in the furnace. Following a very brief trial, Bigger is 
condemned to death. 
Edith Isaacs has clearly summarized the problem of 
Native Son in her statement: "Bigger Thomas, bred in the 
slums of Chicago, is the prototype of Negro rebellion a gainst 
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spiritual enslavement in a free world. 11 33 Bigger Thomas 
never had a chance. Born in the crowded Negro slum section 
of Chicago, brought up in a filthy, rat-infested tenement 
house, Bigger developed a natural antipathy for the white 
people who were pressing him and millions like him dovm. 
But Bigger did not mean to murder; his crime was not pre-
meditated. It did, however, give him a type of emotional 
release and a sense of importance which few men of his state 
ever obtain. 
Everywhere you turn they shut the door in your face, 
keep you .homeless as a dog . Never no chance to be 
your own man. 'l:'hat 's what I always wanted to be--
my own man--Ror.est .to God, Mr. l·IIax, I never felt 
like my own man till right after what happened--
till after I killed her. Maybe it was 'cause they 
was after my life then. They made me wake up. 
That made me feel high and powerful--free134 
This feeling of importance and accomplishment was only 
temporary because in the death house Bigger is once again 
the same pitiful figure. 
Yeh, I'm going now and ain't done it, ain't done it 
yet. Nothing really right yet--like what I wanted 
to do. Living or dead, they don't give3~e no chance--l didn't g ive myself no chance. 
Thus Native~ is in the narrower sense, the life 
history of a single individual, but Green and Wright have 
written into it a far broader message--the message that 
within this so-called free land there are living today 
millions of men who lact the privilege of making anything 
33. Isaacs, ££• cit., P• 526. 
34. Paul Green and Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 141 . 
35. ~~ pp. 142-143. 
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of their lives in the same manner as Bigger. Max, Bie;ger's 
lawyer, explains this hypothesis in his speech to the court: 
Can we continue to boast through every medium of 
public utterance--through ' literature, newspapers, 
radio, the pulpit--that this is a land of freedom 
and opportunity, of liberty and justice for all--
and in our behavior deny all these precepts of . 
charity and enlightenment! Bigger Thomas is a 
symbol of that double-dealing , an organism which 
our political and economic hypocrisy has bred. 
Kill him, burn the life out of him, and still the 
symbol of his living death remains. And you 
cannot kill Bigger Thomas, for he is already 
dead. He was born dead--born dead among the wild 
forests of our cities, amid the rank and choking 
vegetation of our slums--in the Jim Crow corners 
of our busses and trains--in the dark closets and 
corridors and rest rooms marked off by the finger 
of a blind and prejudiced law as Black against 
White. And who created that law? We did. And 
while it lasts we stand condemned before mankind--36 
"Breeders" and "Bleeding Hearts" are two simple one-
act dramas showing the way in which Southern Negroes are 
brutally treated by their white superiors. "Breeders" tells 
the pathetic story of Ruth, a young slave, who is in love 
with David. The overseer of the plantation gives her to 
Salem, an ugly, brutish buck, for his wife. Ruth rebels 
and pleads that she has been promised to David, but the 
overseer, stating that Salem will have strong children, 
sticks to his decision. David decides to take the matter 
into his own hands, and in an attempt to kill Salem, he 
trips, falls upon his razor, and dies. Ruth, refusing to 
live with Salem, takes poison and passes away in her Mannny's 
36. ~~ p. 129. 
arms. Mammy's closing remark summarizes the theme of the 
play: 
~dis world black women ain't nothing but breeders, 
till~ have children fuh de white folks 31uh sell down de river lak dey do horses and cows. 
"Bleeding Hearts" presents a similar theme in the 
story of Joggison Taylor, a farm-hand, who is unable to 
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stay with his sick wife because of the demands of the white 
man for whom he works. Dile to lack of food and attention, 
his wife dies before he is able to return. Jogg ison loses 
faith in God and s ays that he onl y wants to go out and kill, 
but he realizes that it would do no good. 
Now, whut has Gawd done fuh me? Hear Ah'se in 
debt f 1um head tuh feets. I ain't gut a cent 
tuh g ive ma 'ooman a decent burial, and gut a 
big doctah 1 s bill to pay, an' on top of all dat, 
a man who Wurships de same Gawd as yuh does, 
wouldn't even let 2g come home tuh see ma wife 
in huh dying hour. · · 
After the first acute pain of his wife's death has 
subsided, Joggison wisely de.cides to go North where he will 
be able to forget .his trouble more easily. 
South Pacific,. by Dorothy Heyward and Howard Rigsby, 
is the first significant war drama dealing with the Negro's 
problem to come out of the present global conflict. It 
opened at the Cort Theatre, New York City, on December 29, ~ 
This drama is the tale of two Americans who are shipwrecked 
on a South Pacific island which has been occupied by the 
Edmonds, "Breeders", Six Plavs for _g_ 
99. 
"Bleeding Hearts " , Six Playsfor a 
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Japanese for over ~vo years. The natives rescue and 
protect t hem. Captain Dunlap, a white man who is wounded, 
has saved Sam, the Negro private. Sam, bearing a gr udge 
against the whole white race, bitterly resents accepting 
any favor from a white man. However, he is gradually changed 
from his antagonistic attitude by the decency of the people 
about him and their continued resistance to the Japanese. 
It is Daniel, the young grandson of the native chief, who 
particularly wins over Sam. Yet, when Dunlap and the natives 
take guns to snipe at the enemy, he stays behind. It is 
only after the Japanese have killed the boy and with the 
imminent arrival of the Arnericans that Sam realizes that 
it is his war too and goes out to fi ght. 39 
South Pacific, as measured in terms of the theatre, 
could hardly be called a successful drama. It closed after 
but a few weeks' run. The connnent was made that it attempted 
to do too much-- to fight a major battle on the stage of a 
theatre. Its ·; significance consists in that it reminds the 
American people that the Ne gro is playing his part in the 
present war and that the Negro will expect and require just 
and fair treatment in the peace that will follow. A news-
paper review of this play stated: 
39. Drama review in the New York Post, December 30, 1943. 
----
South Pacific, a drama about an American Negro 
in the South Seas in the present war, nevertheless 
carries a tremendous dramatic impact. · It endeavors 
to understand and evaluate the position of the 
belligerent Negro in the present conflict who 
feels he owes no loyalty to America, but when 
faced by Japanese persecution realizes that it 
is only in America that he has chance of survival 
and improvement.40 
The problem dramas discussed in the last several 
pages of this chapter have more or less dealt with the 
problems of specific individuals. However, many other 
problem plays are somewhat less personal. Their characters 
appear to be relegated to a place of secondary . importance 
in relation to the theme they wish to present. Sometimes 
the characters are nameless , but the themes are always more 
definite. They fall into three major classifications: 
the injustices of the law courts, the injustices of prison 
treatment, and the injustices of labor. 
A greater number of dramas have been written about 
the inhuman and unfair treatment meted out to the ·Negro by 
the Southern law and law courts than any other injustice, 
and most horrible of these illegal peculiarities is the 
custom of lynching. · 
"Judge Lynch", by John w. Rogers, is somewhat different 
from most of the plays dealing with the lynching of Uegroes. 
All of the characters .are white. The action is centered 
around the hunt for and subsequent lynching of a Negro who 
40. Drama review in the New York Morning Telegraph, 
December 31, 1943. 
• 
was supposed to have killed a white man. The story is 
related by a mother and daughter to a patent medicine man 
who stops by while the hunt is taking place. The reason 
for the occurrence of such things is explained by the older 
woman. 
But the ri ght and wrong of it ain't as simple as you 
might think. I ain't never read it in no book and 
my Ed and the rest'll not admit it if you ask them, 
but it was being4ifraid that drove 'em to do what they done today. · 
She g oes on to explain that the Negroes brought with them 
from Africa a certain animal-like wildness which has never 
left them. They have adopted the outer ear marks of 
civilization, but every once in a while this wildness comes 
to the surface and they commit some dreadful crime. 
It'll be a terrible death he'll die, but he's 
brought it on himself •••• It does look like niggers 
would learn, 4§ut I reckon they wouldn't be niggers if they did. 
After the medicine man leaves, the mother and daughter are 
horrified to discover that he has dropped the murdered 
man's watch. 
The Southern point of view is presented in this drama. 
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The author makes no attempt to justify it. On the contrary, 
he established the strongest possible case against it by 
showi'ng the tragedy its practice might cause. 
4l. John W .. Rogers, "Judge Lynch", Plays of Negro 
Life, p. 231. 
42. Ibid, P• 219. 
In the one-act tragedy, Swing Low, Elmer Greensfelder 
relates another story of the injustices of lynching in the 
deep South. Horace, a Northern Negro, has fallen in love 
with Sally, a young e:irl, while visiting his Southern rel-
atives. Rufus, his sullen and quick-tempered cousin, is 
also in love with her. As the drama opens, the family 
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receive news that a white girl has been attacked by a Negro, 
and a posse of men are searching for the guilty party. 
Soon they rush in, seize Horace, and take him out to be 
lynched. The .fact that Horace's lynching is based on 
circumstantial evidence leads one to suspect what is con-
fessed by Rufus ~ediately followine the murder. He 
committed the crime. The play closes as his Manooy, grief-
stricken, yet not knowing quite how to deal with the situatio~ 
urges him to keep quiet. 
Swing Low sets forth no propagandist doctrines 
concerning the horrors. Rather it makes clear the 
iniquitousness of such violations of established law through 
this picture of the taking of the life of an innocent man. 
The accepted literary principle that narration is often 
stronger and more effective than dogma is illustrated by 
Greensfelder 1 s account. 
The most sensational and controversial case to flash 
across the American newspapers from coast to coast in the 
year of 1931 was the famous Scottsboro trial, in which 
nine Negro boys were accused of raping two white g irls while 
travelling on a freight train, and eight of them were 
swiftly convicted and condemned to death by electrocution. 
The drama did not remain untouched by this miscarriage of 
Southern justice, and two dramas based on the subject were 
quick to appear: John Wexley's " They Shall Not Die!' and 
Langston Hughes' "Scottsboro Limited". 
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"They Shall Not Die" attempts to reproduce the accurate 
picture of the exact way in which the trial was conducted. 
The action really starts when a report comes over the 
telephone. 
Two white gals on the train dressed like boys, with 
overalls •••• No, they didn't say what the niggers 
done4~o 'em •••• Mebbe they did and mebbe they didn't, huh. 
With only this to go by, the hunt is on. vVhen the g irls 
are brought in, it becomes obvious that they are of a cheap 
sort. The prosecuting attorney expresses his doubts as to 
their having been attacked, but the small-minded sheriff 
replies: 
••• They're white women 1 You think I'm gonna 
let them stinkin' nigger lices get away from 
me? Like hell I aml They're g onna git whut's 
comin' to 'em long as T'm the law round heah •••• 
What the hell will folks heah say of us? Why, 
they'll spit on us if we don't git them niggers 
when we got the chance •••• T.he hull county, the 
hull state, the hull South'll be down on our haids •••• 44 
Realizing that the case ·might bring him fame and political 
advancement, the attorney agrees with the sheriff. After 
43. John Wexley, "They Shall Not Die", Burns Mantle, 
editor, The Best Plays of 1933-1934, p. 205. 
44. ~' P• 208. 
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all other attempts have failed, he endeavors to win his 
case by making one of the girls commit perjury on the stand, 
by promising her a new job, dress and three dollars a day 
as a witness. Beaten and horse whipped, the Negroes confess 
to the rape of the .girls. Convicted and sentenced to death, 
they are confronted in the jail cells by representatives 
fr om the American Society for the Progress of Colored Persons 
and the Int ernational Labor Defense . Perceiving tha t the 
first group is sl ow and ·cons ervative, the boys concentrate 
all their attenti on on Rokoff, the New York lawyer of the 
I. L. D., who explains to them his purpose: 
Now you boys are in a jam but there are a lot of 
other fellows, black and white, all over this 
country and they're in jams , toq. And we're an 
organization that tries to get these fellows 
out and free •••• I 1m not going to say you're g oing 
to get that fair trial that these high sounding 
organizations will try to get. And you know why 
you can't get it •••• They want to keep the nigger 
in his place •••• that's why •••• And so •••• the only 
thing fair that you 'll ever get will be a fair 
amount of elect~~c juice to burn you alive on the 
chair in there. 
"They Shall Not Die" becomes even more obviously propagandistic 
as the play progresses, and Rokoff states: 
Yes , we will force the Sout.h and those in the South 
who are trying to murder you ••• we will force them 
to free you ••• they'll be afraid of fifteen million 
black workers who will stand shoulder to shoulder 
with fifty million white workers and who will roar ••• 
Don't you touch these boys 1 Don 4~ you dare touch 
those black children workers ••• J 
45. Ibid, PP• 230-231. 
46. Ibid, P• 231. 
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The last act takes place after the case has been sent. 
back to the Alabama courts because the constitutional 
rights of the defendants had been violated. The play closes, 
but the trial does not and here as the defense makes plain. 
No ••• we're not finished. We're only beg inning •••• 
I'll make the fair name of this state stink to 
high heaven with it~7lynch justice •••• these boys, they shall not die! 
Wexley might have written a great play had he continued 
along in the same vein as the first few scenes, but he falls 
into the error so con~only committed by writers who try to 
combine the doctrine they wish to proclaim with a dramatic 
work. As soon as Rokoff enters upon the stage, he dominates 
the scene, and he and the other characters become merely 
puppets for the expounding of Wexley's rather Leftist labor 
doctrine. Thus, although Wexley is honest and clear in his 
intent, "They Shall Not Die" fails miserably as a drama. 
Equally propagandist and more strongly Communistic is 
nscottsboro Limited", a one-act play upon the same subject 
by the Negro dramatist, Langston H~ghes. In this drama 
the brutality of the treatment by the white people and the 
cheapness of the girls involved is stressed. It states 
that there is no place for Ne groes in a white man's land 
where the Negroes are unable to obtain any honest work 
because it is all taken over by the white man. Mob violence 
· and injustice are shown during the courtroom scene when a 
47. Ibid, P• 255. 
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boy arises to shout, "Kill the niggersl Keep them in 
their placesl Make an example of 'em for all the black 
races.n48 
In the death cell when all seems lost the Red voices 
are heard, saying that they will fight for the boys, "We'll 
fight! The Connnunists will fight for you. Not just black--
but black and white." The boys join the Connnunists, some-
what skeptically~ because they are the only ones who will 
help them and the whole black South. The drama ends after 
a speech by one of the boys: 
Black and white together 
Will fight the great fight 
To put greed and pain 
And the color line's blight 
Out of the world 
Into time's old night.49 
The curtain falls as a red flag rises, and the Internationale 
is played. 
"Scottsboro Limited" does not follow the original· 
Scottsboro Case as closely as "They Shall Not Die". It 
impresses one as being more inclined to select the incidents 
that will fit "in with and enhance its Communistic thesis. 
Even though its .purpose is evidentally more didactic than 
dramatic, this play does contain some compelling features. 
The grimly realistic setting and , the starkly simple lines 
of the blank verse in which it is written help to raise it 
48. Langston Hughes, "Scottsboro Limited", Four Poems 
and ~ Play in Verse , P• 12. 
49. Ibid, p. 19. 
slightly above the run-of-the-mill dramas containing 
similar propaganda. 
Paul Peters and George Sklar also combined the double 
theme of the injustices of the law and the need for union 
organization in their three-act drama Stevedore. A New 
Orleans woman, beaten up by her lover, is afraid to admit 
the truth and tells . the police that she was attacked by 
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a Negro. Lonnie Thompson, a Negro stevedore, realizes that 
he and his fellow workers are being cheated out of their 
wages, and he is one of the first Negroes to strive for 
union organization. When ~onnie gets into trouble with 
the c9mpany officials, a detective is called in, and, 
sizing. him up as a natural trouble-maker, he arrest Lonnie 
in connection with the rape case. Lonnie escapes from 
prison and is hidden by his friends in the Negro quarter. 
Urged on by his advice, the black and white stevedores 
unite to form a union. A mob of white people, incensed 
over Lonnie's escape and vexed by the formation of the 
union, descend upon the Negro section with the purpose of 
burning the houses and cleaning the inhabitants out. During 
the fight in which Lonnie is killed, the united stevedores 
succeed in turning back the mob. 
Besides pointing out the injustices of Southern law, 
Peters and Sklar have shown in this play the necessity of 
black and white workers uniting in order to obtain their 
just demands, the timidity with which the black workers 
82. 
approach such an idea, and how only a major tragedy like 
Lonnie's unfair arrest or the burning of their hom.es incite 
them into joining with the white workers. The typical 
attitude of the older Negro worker is revealed in Sam's 
speech: 
Sho', I know. I know how you feel • . Riles me 
up too. Ain't right! Ain't right at all. But 
son, I wo'k fo' de white folks mighty long time. 
And I kpow dis: if you want to get along , you 
just better say: 1Yessah, boss', and 'Nossa~0 boss', 1Sho 1 , cap'n' and 'Thank you, cap'n'. 
The attitude of the Negroes chang$when they realize the 
mob is ·coming to fire their homes, and the "Yessah" attitude 
will avail them nothing. ~~is is evidenced in Lonnie's 
words as he organizes them to defend the quarter. 
You all know what we hyar for. We hyar to defend 
our homes. We hyar to fight fo' ; our l~ves. And 
we hyar to show 'em dat we ain't gwine be kicked 
around, and starved and stepped on no mo'. We 
hyar to show 'em we men and we gwine be treated 
like men. And remember we ain't only fighting fo' 
ourselves. Dar black folks all over de country 
looking at us right now: dey counting on us, 
crying to us: "Stand yo' ground. You fighting 
fo' us. You fi ghting fo' all of us."51 
Stevedore succeeds where many other propaganda dramas 
have failed. It succeeds because the authors do not allow 
their characters to become mere mouthpieces for the ·spreading 
of whatever doctrines they wish to present. Regarding the 
reasons for its success White states: 
50. Paul Peters and George Sklar, Stevedore, p. 27. 
51. Ibid, P• 137. 
Stevedore, a grim and, at times, melodramatic 
picture of race conflict in the deep South, 
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produced by the proletarian Theatre Union, induced New 
Yorkers to travel far dom1 town to Eva Le Gallienne's 
barnlike Civic Repertory Theatre to see a cast made 
up almost entirely of Negro actors g ive life to a 
play which in less skilful hands might have been a 
dreary piece of propaganda. The authors of 
Stevedore were far wiser than the writer of 
They Shall Not Die, based on the Scottsboro case, 
for those who wrote Stevedore were content more 
largely to let the story tell itself ~~stead of 
making it too obvious propagandistic. 
Southern chain gangs have long been the target of all 
justice-loving people. Two dramas which approach this 
subject from very different angles are Swamp Mud, by 
Harold Courlander, and ~ to the Rising Sun, by Paul Green. 
Courlander's drama points out the injustices of 
chain gang treatment, the way in which any man would be 
driven to escape, and the futility and impossibility · of 
such escape. In a Southern prison chain gang are Daniel, 
Esau and Sam, all 11 black11 Negroes, and Tuesday, a "white" 
Negro. All of the convicts are subjected to unspeakable 
torture at the hands of their white bosses. Tuesday has 
served his term, but he is not released because he is an 
outstandingly strong and good worker. More intelligent 
than the others, he questions his fate: 
You don't think, you talks; you' voice is music 
to you' ears, ain't it? Me, I'm different, 
dat's what you don' like. I ain't gain:' let 
de groun' suck me down li ke you gettin' suck 
downl I goin' to get out o' dis stinkin' muck •••• 53 
52. Walter White, "The Negro on the American Stage", 
The Ene lish Journal, 24: 179, March, 1935. 
53. Harold Courlander, Swamp ~, p. 8. 
But h l.s faith and optimism do not prevent the cruel 
white Boss from placing them in the chain, from which, 
led by Tuesday, they all break out. Therein beg ins a tale 
of bloodshed and horror in which Tuesday is forced to kill 
Sam and Esau because they would be unable to survive the 
trip through the swamp-land. The last scene finds him 
trying to arouse Daniel from sleep, only to discover that 
he i s dead . Still resolu te is Tuesday in his desire to 
escape. 
De chain ••• still in de cha in, a i n't I~t Damn 
you, nigger. I ain't goin' to drag You' filthy 
stinkin' body wid 1nel I knows you, you ain't 
Daniel at all, you de Swamp. Yes, de Swamp •••• 
De clainmy stinkin 1 , black swamp mudl By Gawd, 
I goin 1 to leave you behin' z54 
Just then the hounds are heard.. A shot rings out, and 
Tuesday falls over the body of Daniel. 
Less personal in its approach to the problem of 
prison injustice is Paul Green's powerful one-act drama, 
Hymn to the Rising Sun. It is not only an expose of the 
--- -
treatment of Negroes in Southern prison camps, but also 
~_:~. general indictment of the treatment of all prisoners in · 
such camps, as the twenty convict characters are divided 
almost equally between the white and black races. The 
play starts an hour before sunrise, and all of the action 
takes place in the prison yard. The center of attention 
is a sweat box, located in the middle of the yard, in 
54. Ibid, P• 26. 
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which the audience learns one of the prisoners is being 
confined for twenty-one days for an infraction of the law. 
The "Captain", or convict boss, first impresses one 
as being a pleasant-mannered man, interested in the welfare 
of the prisoners, but soon it becomes evident that he is 
possessed by a sadistic complex which turns him from pleasant 
civility to a vile rage within a moment's notice. 1ypical 
of his actions is his treatment of Bright Boy, a Negro 
youth of 17 years, who is homesick and not used to prison 
life. 
Sorry to hear you're sick. Wish I could fix 
you up a nice feather bed. Yessir, and g ive 
you a pretty little nurse to hold your hand and 
smooth your forehead. But we can't do that, son. 
(Suddenly bending over him, his vgice chilly as 
steel) Eat them God-damn ra.tions 1 ° 
Among the Captain's morning announcements is the state-
ment that it is July 4, Independence Day. After discoursing 
on how it meant freedom from the shackles of King George 
for all of our people, he goes on to tell them that the 
aim of the chain gang is to make them hard. 
Hard did I say? You heard me. For when the 
judge sentenced you here he said at hard labor, 
and that's what I aim to make it •••• I know 
it's a hell of a life. It's a hell of a life 
for all of us--the shackles and the iron pin, 
the hammer and the ball. But damn you son--
of-a-bitching souls, I'm· going to see that you 
wear 1 em till the end 1 56 · 
55. Paul Green, ~ to the Rising Sun, p. 13. 
56. Ibid, P• 23. 
The final beneficent act of the Captain's is to release 
the prisoner in the sweat box on the eleventh of his 
twenty-one days. He makes a great show of it until the 
prisoner is discovered to be dead . The closing scene 
shows the cook hard at work scrubbing the foul-smelling 
sweat box, while breaking into the sing ing of "America" 
just as the sun begins to rise . 
~ to the Rising Sun impresses the reader or 
audience with such a tremendous impact because it simply 
states the problem, points out t h e injustices of the 
situation, and leaves both the audience and reader to 
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draw their own conclusions. The very fact that it contains 
no definitely stated propaganda makes it more effective. 
The play bears out one of the comments that is most frequentlj 
made about Green as a dramatist. 
1~. Green is much too sane to attempt to solve 
any problems. The presentat ion is his business. 
He knows too well that time will be the only solvent.57 
The conflict (sometimes called contest) between labor 
and management has, during the last few years , had reper-
cussions throuehout the country, and it is not unnatural 
that the Negro in the South should be affected. Dramas 
depicting the injustices inflicted by labor on the Negro 
have tak en a different turn from what one might expect. 
57. Mary H. Phifer, "Southern Personalities: Paul Green-
-Philo~·opher and Playv1right", Holland's, October, 1931, p. 73. 
87. 
Rather than just show the underprivileged working conditions 
meted out to the Negro, they have tended to stress the 
manner in which white and black workers · are becoming more 
closely united, mainly through the formation of unions, 
against their wealthy white bosses. 
The rather unusual circumstances under which Green 
obtained his idea for the plot of ~ to the Rising Sun 
are related in Hallie Flanagan's Arena, in which Green · 
recounts the story to Mrs. Flanagan. 
"It didn't turn out to be the play I wanted 
to write. I wanted to write a play about 
two Negroes in a work camp down our way, who 
got chained up by the boss until their feet 
froze and had to be cut off. Yes, that little 
episode got me all worked up and I tried to 
write a play about those boys. Well, I 
wrestled with the idea and it got mixed up 
with the top sergeant who used to devil the 
life out of me in the war. Somehow before 
I knew it those boys were only ;a ·· line in the 
play, but the sergeant was right there big 
as life. Vfhile I was still wrestling with 
it, one of the children came out to the 
cabin where I was working and said, 
"Papa, are you going to work all day? It's 
the 4th of July." And then I had it ••• it 
was a-chain gang with my old top sergeant 
at the head of it and it was the 4th of 
July, bright and hot, with the boy who'd 
been beaten almost to death being made to 
sing "My Country 'Tis of Thee' ll58 
In "The Land of Cotton", Randolph Edmonds creates a 
drama dealing with the struggle between both Negro and 
white sharecroppers and the plantation owners in a Southern 
state. The croppers are earning barely enough to keep 
58. Hallie Flanagan, Arena, p. 200. 
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from starving , and they are quick to sense the benefits 
they will derive from the formation of the union suggested 
by the young Northern organizer. The crisis comes when 
Ben Jackson, the plantation owner, announces that he can 
no longer hire anyone on a tenant basis. Day to day labor 
is all that he is able to offer. As soon as the union has 
been formed after much difficulty, the leaders are arrested 
because one of the weak-minded croppers was urged to tip 
off the sheriff and plantation head. A county strike is 
started and no workers are available. Finally the owners 
think that they will be a ble to destroy the union by com-
posing a story saying that one of the Negro union members 
raped a white woman. This incites mob violence, and the 
Klu Klux Klan comes to get Cogg ins, the falsely accused 
Negro. The Negro and white union members rebel against 
this injustice and fight back with gunfire. Many members 
are killed on both sides, and the Klan members are driven 
away. The play comes to a dramatic close as the cross 
thrown by the Klan members i gnites the house, which g oes 
up in fl~1es with the bodies of the dead union members 
inside. 
"The Land of Cotton" is a fair play. It presents both 
sides of the struggle. Edmonds is undoubtedly in favor of 
union organization, but he takes great pains t . present the 
side of the plantation owners as well. Ben Jackson states 
quite honestly: 
Some of you think it's the finest thing in the 
world to own a large farm and have men working for 
you. It's all right when times are g ood; but 
it's been hell these last few years of depression. 
I didn't earn enough from what you men raised 
last year to finish paying taxes; and _the banks 
been a squeezing me for money.59 
The new feeling between the Negro and white croppers 
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which is growing throughout the South and _the closer spirit 
of cooperation in which it results, is evidenced through-
out the drama. In answer to his wife's statement, "These 
poor whites 111 leave you to the mobs and the lynchers", 
Gurry, a Negro · cropper, replies, "I uster think so, too; 
but I've changed ·my mind. These poor whites are beg inning 
to learn that color is used to keep both groups down more 
than anything else.n60 And after the shooting has died 
down, the union organizer's final words are: 
Gurry said awhile back that over six thousand 
people had been lynched for worker separation 
in the South. These are our first martyrs for 
worker unity. Let us raise our hands and swear 
that nothing will split this union of farmers 
and workers until the whole evil of sharecropper 
exploitation h~s been swept away from the farms 
of the 'South. 61 
A less finished drama containing the same spirit and 
theme is Alice Holdship Ware's Mighty Wind A'Blowing , a play 
in one act. It tells the story of Ben and Hattie, two old 
59. Randolph Edmonds, "The Land of Cotton", The Land of 
Cotton and Other Plays, p. 33. 
60. Ibid, p. 46. 
61. ~, pp. 142-143. 
Negro sharecroppers who are about to be evicted from their 
home in Arkansas. They meet Blair, a white cropper, who 
attempts to interest them in joining the union. Ben is 
none too enthusiastic about the idea of joining an organ-
ization which includes people of both races, but Sam, his 
son, is stirred by his union meetings and believes that 
all blacks and whites sh'ould organize to obtain their 
natural rights. 
There is little plot, action or characterization in 
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Mi ghty ~ ~ Blowing . It is mainly a drama of ideas con-
cerning the benefits of labor organization in the South. 
The diffe rent attitudes of the old and young Negro are 
shown when Sam s peaks of the unionbenefits , and Ben says, 
"We got tu keep dependin' on de lawd. " Sam caustically 
repJ. i es, "Oh yes Lawd. We're down hya.h bein' shot at , 
deperidin ' on yo' f" Hattie expresses the Negro's faith 
in the future due to the coming of the union when she says: 
'Tain't nuthin' tu what's comin'. A mighty win's 
started through dis hyah lan', ablowin' and ablastin', 
an it ' s a gwine tu blow down an grind intu du~g a 
pow'ful lot befo' it gits tu restin' itself. 
Langston Hughes fittinely summarizes all the problems 
and injustices that the Negroes have had and will have to 
face because of their color in his long one-act play, "Don't 
You Want to Be Free". In his informal talk to the audience 
62. Alice Holdship Ware, Mighty Wind~ Blowing, p. 11. 
63. ~, p. 26. 
at the beg inning of the drama, the narrator states its 
purpose: 
It's about me, except that it's not just about 
me now standing he~ talking to you--but it's 
about me yesterday, and about me tomorrow. I'm 
coloredl I guess you can see that. Well, this 
show is about what it means to be colored in 
Am.erica.64 
He goes on to tell the story of the history of the Ne gro 
race in their native state in Africa living peaceful and 
contented lives, how they were brought over as slaves, 
and sold from the auction block into misery and torment. 
Nee roes have been and are underpaid. They were unable 
to obtain the money legally due them after the Civil 
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War. Negro women are forced to bear the indignities forced 
upon them by the white men because the law does not protect 
them from such abuse, and their jobs do not pay enough to 
allow them to eat. There is the ever present problem of 
the mulatto who is neither white or black and really does 
not belong to either race. Comine; down to the present 
day one sees the sad life the Negro leads, and how the 
famous Negro blues songs are products of their sad hearts. 
The young Negro has the desire for a home and family, but 
he will be unable to have those things because his job is 
so menial and pays so little. 
All the while the Negro is not bowed under by this 
64. Lane;ston Hus hes, 11 Don't You Want to Be Free" , 
P• 360. 
treatment. He is continually crying that he wants to be 
free. He is spurred on by the g~eat historical fi gures 
who fousht for his race. His creed is contained in the 
words of a mother to her son: 
Believe in the right, let none push back. 
Remember the whip and the slaver's track. 
Remember how the strong in struggle and strife 
Still bar you the way, and deny you life--
But march ever forward, breaking down bars. 
Look ever upward at the sun and the stars. 
Oh, my dark children, may my dreams and my prayers 
Impel you forever up the great stairs--
For I will be with you till no white brother 
Dares keep down the children of the Negro Mother~65 
The play closes with the message that the only 
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way in which the Negro worker can win his fi ght for freedom 
is to organize into unions together with the white worker 
whose problem is basically the same. 
Oh, who wants to come and join hands with me? 
Who wants to make one great unity? 
Who wants to say, no more black or white? 
Then let's get together, 6tolks, And fight, fight, fi ght! 
"Don't You Want to Be Free" is a stirring play written 
for the Negro theatre, and it would undoubtedly appeal 
mostly to an entirely Negro audience. The way in which 
it is staged greatly adds to its effectiveness. There is 
no scenery, and only a few properties are used. Most of 
.. 
the history in verse is narrated by the young Negro spokes-
man, accompanied by a chorus of choral speakers. The chorus 
65. Ibid, P• 385. 
66. Ibid, p. 393. 
often interprets the narrator's words by acting out the 
history on the stage. 
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~~is play, like many others which have been discussed, 
fails to a great extent in achieving any real dramatic effect 
because it is too blatantly propagandist. The tragic 
history of the Negro is vividly and artfully 
presented, but Hughes' devotion of the last several pages 
solelyto proselyting completely destroys the effect. 
Perhaps Willis Richardson's one-act play "The King 's 
Dilemma" has no place in this chapter because it states no 
problem and tells of no trials of the Negro. Instead it 
presents a rather idealistic solution to the racial and 
class problem as seen through the eyes of a Negro author. 
Taking place in the fUture in the last kingdom of the 
world, it relates the story of a young Prince who, against 
the wishes of the King , plays with several young commoners 
daily. When the Prince refuses to g ive up his friends, the 
King a grees to compromise by offering him the choice of a 
single playmate. After the Prince chooses a small black 
boy, the King decides to thwart his plans by stating that 
he will make the two equal iri every way. Surprisingly, 
the Prince a grees, and the King , realizing his own defeat, 
decides to g ive the power of the kingdom over to the people. 
The enlightened Prince believes this to be even a better 
idea than the first. 
Dreamy, idealistic, Richardson's drama looks into 
the future to a time when men will be judged solely on 
their merits as men, with n~ reference to color, creed or 
position, and Richardson finds the most forceful way of 
presenting his material through juvenile characters. The 
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simplicity of a child's judgment is shown in the Prince's 
explanation of how he and the little Negro discovered that 
they were equals. 
Each of us pricked himself with a needle's point 
and gave one drop of blood upon a parchment. Then 
walking at a distance turned again to where the 
parchment lay, but co~~d not tell one drop of 
blood from the other. 
The discussion of the preceding plays has resulted 
in the following conclusions concerning Negro social problem 
dramas: 
1. Subdivided as to type , approximately two-fifths of 
the dramas deal with the mistreatment of Negroes by white 
people; one-fifth, miscegenation; one-fifth, the injustices 
of law; the remaining one-fifth, between the injustices of 
prisons and labor. 
2. The dramatists' attentions are not concentrated 
on any particular c·lass, judged by educational or financial 
standards, in Negro society. Considering the problem 
dramas generally, equal attention is given to each group 
from the lowly Southern sharecropper to the educated 
Northern college graduate. Considering the dramas 
67. Willis Richardson, "The King's Dilemma", The 
Land of Cotton and Other ~lays, p. 231. 
specifically, the various types of problem plays are more 
inclined to deal with definite class groups. Most of the 
dramas of miscegenation threat the higher class of Negro 
and white society. Dramas showing mistreatment of Negroes 
by white people are evenly divided between both groups. 
Dramas depicting the injustices of the law, prisons and 
labor are confined almost exclusively to the lower under-
privileged group of Negro society. 
3. Of the classifiable dramas, twenty-five treat the 
Negro in the South; only five, the ·Northern Negro. This 
fact is undoubtedly accounted for by the more or less 
generally accepted truth that more Negro problems are 
found in the South where the Negro isstill kept in a state 
of 1 i teral slavedom than in the more democratic North·. 
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4. With but two exceptions , all of the plays deal with 
the tragic side of Negro life. 
5. 19 of the dramas are limited to one act; 14 are 
full length. 
6. Whereas all of _ the plays present one or more 
problems, only one-sixth accompany them by solutions :. 
7. The dramas including solutions to their problems 
are, in all cases, confined exclusively to the groups 
dealing with the injustices of law or labor. In all cases 
the solution is organization, usually through unions. 
8. Several of the last mentioned plays are strongly 
Communis tic. 
9. In the problem dramas, the plots are more well-
defined , better organized, and show g~eater art on the 
part of the dramatists than in any other group of Negro 
dramas . 
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10. Characterization, in such dramas as those of O'Neil l 
and Green and Wright, is developed to a relatively high 
degree. 
CHAPTER IV 
HISTORICAL DRAMAS 
Historical dramas may be defined as those dramas 
dealing with the presentation of the accom_plishments of 
famous Negro figures or the representation of various 
epoch-making events in which Negroes have played a 
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vital part. ~Lese dramas resemble the problem dramas 
because they present a problem against which the char-
acters must struggle in order to become triumphant. How-
ever, they differ from the problem dramas in two very 
important respects. First, they are based on historic 
fact rather than fiction. Secondly, they cover the entire 
period of Negro history from the time of Christ down to 
the present. For these reasons, it is considered wise 
to include them in a separate chapter. 
The historical dramas constitute the smallest and 
weakest group of dramas depicting the life of the Negro. 
Just why should this be? It is certainly not because 
there have been or there are no great literary men, educators 
soldiers, patriots, and similar fi gures in the history 
of the Negro race. ~ny then have there not written more 
dramas venerating or at least recognizing the achievements 
of these individuals? Perhaps the answer may be f ound in 
the sumnary of the problem by a member of the Negro race. 
In -comparing the development of the Negro drama with the 
ancient European theatre, Woodson says: 
All elements of worth were centered in the royalty, 
and the other orders of society had to appear on 
the stage as buffons and criminals. This is 
precisely the attitude the Ne gro has today wi th 
respect to himself and other races. Negroes 
laugh more heartily than the whites when their 
virtues are overlooked and their weaknesses are 
dramatized .. l 
Thus it becomes apparent that the greater majority of the 
Negro populace have not developed a sufficient pride of 
race and a broad enough knowledge of their racial history 
to discover that they also possess a large number of men 
and women worthy of the same kind of dramatic treatment 
which has been accorded to white people in so many 
historical plays. As one of the plays which will be 
discussed in this chapter points out, this lack of 
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appreciation of the accomplishments of the members of their 
race may be due to a faulty technique in the teach ine; of 
Negro history in Negro schools and universities. W11at-
ever the cause, the lack of appreciation is evident, and 
it is reflected in the lack of development along these 
lines in Negro drama. 
It is the purpose of this chapter to present the 
existing Negro historical dramas, to show through a 
discussion of these dramas the different methods of approach 
made by the various dramatists, and from this presentation 
and discussion, to summarize the developments that have 
1. Willis Richardson and May Miller, Negro Historv 
in Thirteen Plays, Introduction by Carter G. Woodson, p. iv. 
been made in the field of Negro historical drama. 
Toussaint L'Ouverture, by Leslie Pickney Hill, is 
one of the most leng thy and detailed historical dramas. 
It recounts the long and difficult struggle in which 
Haiti threw off the shackles of Napoleonic domination 
to become a free republic, and it places particular 
emphasis upon the part played by the brilliant Haitian 
general, Toussaint L'Ouvertur~ , in this undertaking . 
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T11.e play reaches its final climax. in Toussaint's sacrifice 
of his life ao that his people might gain complete freedom. 
Hill's drama is historically accurate, too much so 
perhaps, because in his attempt to g ive a ·· ·faithful and 
complete rendition of the struggle, all of the dramatic 
flavor is lost. The drama reads too much like a history 
book. However Hill did not fail in his purpose because 
his intention was not to create a great and compelling 
dramatic piece which would thrill theatrical audiences. 
It is important that the readers of this story 
should understand at the outset that this is not 
a drama intended for the modern stage. I have 
had in mind rather the production of a work that 
might set forth dramatically something more than 
a decade of Negro ach~evement under the leader-
ship of Negro genius. 
Another three-act play dealing with the Haitian 
insurrection is Haiti, by the well-known Negro historian 
and author, William Dubois. This drama takes place on the 
2. Leslie Pinckney Hill, Toussaint L'Ouverture , 
Foreward, p. 7. 
island of St. Domingue, in the year 1802. Touissant 
L'Ouverture, General Christrophe and the Haitian army 
decide to take to the hills when they hear that the 
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French are planning to land on the island. Only one 
person, Jacques , L'Ouverture's steward, begs to be allowed 
to remain behind. He gives as his reason the fact that 
he was born a servant on the old Moreau estate and he 
wishes to remain there until he dies. After the French 
forces land, one learns that Odette, the wife of Colonel 
Boucher, is the granddaughter of the original owner of 
the estate. Although he reveals no reason for his behavior, 
Jacques is particularly considerate in his attentions 
towards her. By a clever trick on the part of the French 
leaders, Touissant L 10uverture and General Christophe are 
brought to the town. When L 10uverture r~alizes that the 
French have planned to take him prisoner, he gives himself 
up. Christophe, unwilling to be captured, succeeds in 
making a daring escape after killing Colonel Boucher. 
However, before his departure he reveals some very startling 
news to Odette. Jacques was young Madame Moreau 's lover, 
and Odette is really his daughter. When Odette confronts 
Jac~~es with this news, Jacques proves the truth of the 
statement by matching Odette's miniature of her mother 
with the identical miniature which he possesses. Odette 
decides to remain in Haiti and promises to return to 
France only after Jacques pleads with her. The French 
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and Haitians continue to fieht, and the French, realizing 
that the island can never be captured, dec i de to withdraw. 
After Jacques is killed by a French officer, Odette a gain 
decides to stay, and she alone remains when Gener al 
Christophe and his forces enter t he town. 
As has been stated, Dubois treats relatively the same 
subject as Hill, but his approach to the subject has 
produced a much finer dramatic work . He has selected 
only the most dramatic scenes of the insurrection for 
portrayal upon the stage of the theatre and has omitted 
the tedious accounts of withdrawals, advances and skirmishes 
that made Touissant L'Ouverture read so much like .a history 
book. His skilful weaving of the story of Odette and 
Jacques into the3 plot adds much to the enjoyment of the 
drama. Haiti is without question the most fully developed 
Negro historical drama, and it ser ves as living proof that 
the historical accomplishments of Negroes may furnish 
interesting source material for fu rther production of 
dramas of the same type. 
In Negro History in Thirteen Plays Willis Richardson 
and May Miller have collected a group of dramas about 
Negro men and women of outstanding achievement. Most of 
the plays deal with approx imately six or seven characters, 
and all of them are confined to one act in length. Due 
to the similarity of purposes in these plays--to show 
the loyalty of the characters to the ideals of political 
and religious liberty, or to point out the sacrifices 
they have made for the advancement of the Negro race--
only a short summarization of the theme of each play will 
be g iven. 
"Antonio Maceo", by Richardson, tells of the heroic 
fight made by General Antonia Maceo, the Cuban patriot, 
in his attempt to free his . country from the control of 
the Spainards in 1896. Before he is able to accomplish 
his desired aims, General Maceo is assassinated by his 
own traitorous comrades. 
Cripus Attucks, one of the rebel leaders in the 
Revolutionary War, is another Ne gro patriot treated by 
Richardson in 11 Attucks, the Martyr". In leading the 
citizens against the English soldiers, Attucks g ives 
his life. 
"The Elder Dumas", also by Richardson, has for its 
main character Alexandre Dumas , the famous French play-
wright and novelist. The reason for Dumas' bravery is 
somewhat more personal than that of the characters in 
the other plays. Dumas, an expert with pistols, agrees 
to fi ght an opponent with swords although he will be at 
a great disadvantage. The fi ght is suspended th~ough the 
conciliatory efforts of the opponent's wife. 
Richardson takes the war between Italy and Abyssinia 
as the background for his drama, "In Menelik's Court". 
This play recounts how the plot of the Italians to kidnap 
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Memelik's daughter, hold h~r as a hostage, and thus 
cause him to sue for peace· terms was discovered and 
foiled. 
Richardson delves far back into Negro history for 
"Near Calvary", a play of relig ious trust and devotion. 
Laban, the brother of Simon who carried the cross for 
Christ, proves himself to be a martyr equal in bravery 
to his brother when he refuses to deny his Lord and is 
taken prisoner by the Roman soldiers. 
"Frederick Douglas", by Geor gia Douglas Johnson, 
dramatizes the escape of the y oung slave, later to become 
a leader of his race. 
In 11William and Ellen Craft" Mrs. Johnson presents 
a similar story of the clever escape of two slaves before 
the Civil War , in wh ich one of them masquerades as a 
white man and the other acts a s h i s slave. 
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"Nat Turner", by Randolph Edmond s , is bas ed on the 
f amous insurrection in wh ich Na t Turner, believ i ng h ims elf 
to be ins pired by God, led his f ellow slaves in an 
unsuccessfu l revolt against t he domination of t he white man. 
In "Genifrede, the Daught er of L'Ouverture" Helen 
Webb Harris relates the f ail ure of Genifrede 's attempts to 
prevent the execution of General Moyse, her fiance, who 
has disobeyed her father's milita ry orders. 
May Miller also chooses Haiti for the scene of 
"Christophe's Daughters" in wh ich she tells of the heroic 
decision of Athenaire and Amethiste to remain loyal to 
their father when the people are uprising against him, 
even though it may mean their death. 
The successful efforts of a slave who has already 
escaped to return to the South arid help others to escape 
is the theme of Miss Miller's drama, "Harriet Tubman". 
The keen' and clever manner in which Samory, native 
conqueror of the Niger region, uncovers a plot against 
him by the French soldier during the battle in the 
African Soudan in 1881 is the theme of Miss Miller's 
11 Samory" • 
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In "Sojourner Truth" , the last of her five plays in 
this volume, Miss Miller tells of an incident in which 
Sojourner Truth, a religious old Negro woman, prevents the 
firing of the camp meeting grounds in Northampton, 
Massachusetts, during the middle of the nineteenth 
century. 
As aforementioned, all of the dramas in Negro History 
in Thirteen Plays are limited to one act. Most of them 
are almost childlike both in theme and dialogue. Several 
are extremely crude in the construction of their plots; 
others seem to lack plot structure entirely. These plays 
are not the products of finished playwrights. None of the 
dramatists represented herein have the skill, the training 
or the experience of an 0 'l'feill,· a Connolly, or a Green. 
Despite these limitations, the dramas in this volume have 
many points to their credit. Their very simplicity adds 
to r~ther than detracts from their appeal. The reader of 
these plays is impressed by the sincerity and enthusiasm 
with which the dramatists write about their subjeets. 
l.U::>. 
Last of all, the authors do not attempt to set their Negro 
characters up on a pedestal, to idolize them. They merely 
treat them as brave men and women, who, often at the risk 
of their own lives, have performed courageous acts for 
their family , friends, country, or race. As such, they 
are important milestones in the development of Negro 
historical drama. 
"Yellow; Daath11 , by Randolph Edmonds, takes place in 
Sibony, Cuba, in 1898. I t deals with a Negro re giment 
that volunteers to care for the yellow fever victims during 
the Spanish-American war. After 42 out of the 60 men in 
the regiment are stricken with the disease, new volunteers 
are called for. Dissension is evident among the weary and 
despondent men, who are unable to decide if they should 
volunteer again. Tom, the corporal , attempts to explain 
why they must stick together. 
But just the same we've go t to stick. Not only 
that, but when the call is made for volunteers 
in a little while, all of us must be there and 
step ·rorward again as one man. This is necessary 
because we are not living for ourselves alone. 
The attitude towards our people everywhere will 
be made a little better or a little worse because 
of what we do here. Some day down in the years 
to come little brown children sitting at their 
desks in the schoolhouse will be reading about us. 
Now history must record that even though we knew 
men were dying like flies from this terrible disease 
we did not shirk; we did hot run away, b~t we stuck 
to our posts like men and like soldiers. 
Soon after his speech Tom becomes str~cken with the fever. 
• 
Inspired by his example, the entire regiment decide to unite 
and once again obtain a perfect score by volunteering . 
Like many other Negro historical drams, "Yellow Fever" 
points out the brave and unselfish way in which Negroes 
have placed the welfare of their country and mankind above 
their own personal comfort. In the words of the author , 
"It was written to point out the fact that the Negro has 
played a heroic part, even if it is only a small one, in the 
fight against the dreaded scourge of yellow fever. 114 It 
differs from the majority of Negro historical dramas in its 
attempt to relate the accomplishments of a group of people, 
unknown and obscure, rather than the accomplishments of 
a sin~le individual. 
"The High Court of Historia 11 , also by Edmonds, is 
unique among the dramas dealing with the subject of Negro 
his tory. It does not present the achievements of Negro men 
and women or relate any historical incident in wbtc.h Negroes 
have played an important part. The author briefly and 
clearly states his intention. 
The purpose of "The High Court of Historia" is quite 
obvious. It attacks the prevailing point of view taken 
by most Negro gistorlans towards the teaching of 
Negro history. 
3. Randolph Edmonds, "Yellow Fever", The Land of Cotton 
and Other Plays, P• 196. 
P• vi1: Edmonds, The Land of Cotton and Other Plays, Preface, 
5. Ibid, p. viii. 
.LO't • 
The drama takes place in the imaginary land of 
Historia, with its High Court, King and Queen. News of 
the landing of an airpla :he·'- comes to the court, and soon 
the passengers are brought in. They all claim to be 
historians and each represents a different country, section 
or group. The characters are as follows : Samus, a cartoon 
of Unce Sam; Johnus, a similar cartoon of John Bull; 
Francus, a typical French soldier; Aryanus, a cartoon of 
Hitler; Dixianus, a conventional Southern gentleman; 
Afriopus, an American Negro college professor. Informing 
them that Historia is the land of history, the king decides 
to put them to a test to discover if they are true historian& 
If they win, a feast will be prepared. If they lose, they 
must pay the penalty. Each one is questioned separately 
as to what his country or group considers to be the facts of 
history. Each member considers his g roup the best, tending 
to stress the good points and minimize the bad, until 
Afrippus comes to the stand. He, a teacher of English, 
American, and Ancient History, states that he does not 
teach his courses from an African or American Negro point 
of view because he has discovered little about the Negro 
that he considers worthy of teaching . He neglects the text-
books of the.great Negro historians and does not bother to 
supplement the conventional histories by their use. The 
court judges him a traitor, and the High King denounces him. 
Thou hast blasphemed against the sacred domain of 
history because thy concepts are all wrong •••• History 
is written by individuals of nations, races and 
groups to depict the good side of their people. 
They suppress facts that are detrimental and show 
up their imperfections ••••• While children of other 
groups are made to feel proud of the part their 
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parents have played in the drama of mankind, thou 
lettest thy children forget. Now because thou 
neglectest the history of thy own race, and because 
thou failest to write, buy, and study the contributions 
of thy own people, thou art hereby doomed to 
trarefirpun (eternal torture). 6M.ay the god of History have mercy on thy soull 
Afriopus admits his error and asks for another chance. 
This is granted to him. 
Although "The High Court of Historia" is somewhat 
didactic in places, it holds one's interest by the 
individuality of its approach. Through his employment 
of the court room method, Edmonds is abl.e to teach his 
lesson cleverly and well. The h ighly colorful and 
fan tas t ic atmosphere of the scenes adds greatly to the 
appeal of the drmaa . 
The discussion of the preceding plays has resulted in 
the following conclusions concerning Negro historical dramas: 
1. The historical plays constitute the smallest and 
least significant group of dramas in the entire field of 
Negro drama. 
2. With but one exception, these dramas were written 
entirely by Negro authors. 
3. The accomplishments of individual Negroes have 
merited more attention than the accomplishments of Negro 
6 . Randolph Edmonds, "The Land of Historia", The Land 
of Cotton and Other Plays, p. 265. 
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groups or the representation of great historical episodes 
in which Negroes have played a prominent part. 
4. With two exceptions, all of the dramas are confined 
to one act. 
5. The dramas are not limited to any one period 
in Negro history . They cover a very broad period from 
the time of Christ down to the twentieth century. 
6. The dramas are not limited to a study of the 
Negro in the United States. France, Africa, Haiti, and 
the Panama Canal Zone form the setting for several of the 
dramas. 
7. With but two exceptions (Toussaint L 10uverture and 
Haiti), the plots, dialogue and characterizations are 
relatively simple and childlike. 
CHAPTER V 
FOLK AND RELIGIOUS DRAMAS 
A straight folk drama may be defined as a drama 
which represents the traditional beliefs, legends, and 
customs of a particular group of people. In considering 
these dramas as related to the Negro, it is impossible 
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to segregate such dramas from the plays depicting the 
religious customs and beliefs of the Negro because the 
elements of both of these types of drama are strongly 
intermingled in the two groups of plays. For this reason 
the folk and religious dramas will be discussed in the 
same chapter. 
A portrait of the Negro, completely uninhibited and 
released from the restraints imposed upon him unwillingly 
or willingly by civilization, is best furnished by the 
folk and religious dramas. Participating in his ritualistic 
form of worship or performing some native folk custom often 
involving the use of sorcery and magic, he reveals himself 
to be a creature motivated much more highly by instinct 
and emotion than the white man • 
. This chapter will endeavor to discover exactly what 
folk and relig ious beliefs, customs, and traditions the 
dramatists have chosen as subjects for their plays, to 
show the various methods of approach made by the dramatists 
in dealing with similar or different themes, and to 
summarize the developments that have been made in the field 
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Negro folk and religious drama. 
One of the best-known Ne gro folk tales is that about 
John Henry, who, attempting to prove. that "Steam may be 
alright, but she'll never take the place of a natural 
man,", 1 engages in a contest with the steam drill. 
Theodore Browne has chosen this legend for the basis of 
his drama in seven scenes, The Natural Man. Made nervous 
by the mass chant of the watching crowd, John Henry relives 
all of the events of his past life during the fourteen 
hour long contest.. His murder of a white man, work on 
the chain gang, escape to freedom, and life as a tramp, 
all of these incidents flash through his mind to haunt 
him. At the end of the contest Henry has beaten the 
steam engine only at the coat of his own life. 
Henry's story, as narrated by Browne, is the 
expression of a common man's profound emotional experience. 
Only when he realizes that death is approaching does 
Henry make this experience known. 
My whole life passed before me in that there 
tunnel. Then I knowed the cold hand of Deatr was 
'pon me--and I gits crying mad--hammer 'till. I 
sets them rocks a-fire. Then I comes to my 
senses •••• I'm as free as the Blue Ridge 
Mountain, the Mississippi River, the tall 
Lonesome Pinel Like them I leaves something of 
myself behind when I goes. My spirit's in all 
of you: here in the Jail House, on the Chain 
Gang--even down in the Hobo Jungle 1 You my spirit 
reaching outta the earth. Great God A~mighty, 
what would it be like if all the natunil folks 
fl 1. Theordore Browne, The Natural Man, Episode 1, p. 6. 
on this earth was to reach up at the same timeg 
They coul~ reach to high heaven and ease it down 
to earth l 
Even though Browne's drama is primarily a folk tale, 
like many other plays it shows, from time to time, the 
feelings of the Negro who resents the superiority of his 
white master. Henry expresses this feeling in the first 
episode of the play& 
A man ain't nothing but a man ••• A handful of 
white folks holding a whole bunch of black folks in 
slavery, flailing hell out of us when we don't 
move fast enough to suit them, feeding us swill 
even a hog wouldn't want to eat, and driving us 
all in the broiling sun, from daybreak to sundown, 
like we was some dwnb ox l A handful of white folks 
holdinG us slaves. 
The trust and belief of the i gnorant Negro in magic 
and sorcery is illustrated in Eugene Selnick 1 s one-act 
play, "The Gold Machine.r• Martha, unsatisfied with her 
husband's earnings, returns from the fair to tell Peter, 
her husband, about the Voodoo man and his marvelous gold 
machine. Her childlike belief in magic is shown through-
out her conversation. 
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He tells me 'bout his secret machine dat he's keepin' 
only fo' de Chillun ob Light. An den be sells only 4 one in de county. He asks me if yo' a man ob vision. , 
Peter, however, is less gullible than his wife, and when 
the Voodoo comes to demonstrate his marvelous contraption, 
2. Ibid, Episode 7, P• 45e 
3. Ibid, Episode 1, p. 4. 
4. Eugene Selnick, "The Gold Machine," The Drama, 
p. 173. 
he is quick to realize that it is a fake. Peter's 
explanation of his discovery is extremely simple. 
Some's given judgment through de sight. Some's 
g iven judgement through de soun'. Lawd give me 
judgment through de smell. When Ah smelled dat 
awful death i n dat flask as Ah closed it, an' Ah 
smelled it plum clean when Ah opened it again, 
Ah said to mahself, sight or no sight, hand or 
n o hand, magic or no magig, mah nose says "No," 
an' Ah followed mah nose! 
"The Gold Machine" is essentially the tale of two 
simple people who are too smart in their own way to be 
tricked into buying a worthless investment. Were it not 
for the faith Martha seems to have in magic and the 
elaborate attempt of the Voodoo to appeal to their 
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primitive folk and religious beliefs, Selnick's play would 
have been simply a drama of Negro life. 
"Zombie," by Natalie Scott , takes place in New Orleans 
around 1825. Marie Leaveau, a y oung Quadroon girl known 
as the Voodoo Queen, has among her charms, images, primitive 
instruments, and other means of exercising voodooism, the 
Gran' Zombie, a snake which is supposed to be able to cast 
its charm over people. ~lthough loved by Buck, a young 
Negro , Marie clings to the somewhat wavering attentions 
of her Creole beau, M'so Henri .and only pays attention to 
Buck when Henri is away. After a year's absence in Par~s, 
Henri returns to tell Marie that he is to be married. So 
angered is she by the news that she calls upon Gran' 
Zombie to cast a s pell over Henri and strike him dead. 
5 . Ibid, P• 190. 
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Suddenly the lifeless body of Henri is brought in, and 
Marie l ooks towards the snake with bewilderment, fascina tion, 
and horror. Then the face of Buck appears at the window. 
Voodooism plays an important part in this play. 
-Marie, herself, does not believe in it, and only uses it 
to make money. The other characters are less sophisticated. 
Among them is Marie's mother who continually warns her 
that the magical snake will bring trouble. The sing ing 
of the voodoo chant and the performance of various exercises 
connected with the belief recur again and a gain. 
"Supper for the Dead," Paul Green's one-act play, 
is concerned with the attempt of Vonie to find out, through 
the sorcery of Old Queenie, the conjure-woman, who wronged 
and murdered her sixteen year old daughter. Fess, Vonie's 
husband, ' is painted as a ruthless, brutal, entirely 
despicable man who has mistreated his wife to the point of 
goug ing out her eyes. As Queenie and her two monster-like 
daur;hters appear and go through their conjuring, Fess, at 
first, scoffs at them. Then the shost of the daughter 
appears and his will is broken. When the gun with which 
he attempts to shoot the conjure women will not fire, Fess 
confesses his guilt of the deed. Vonie picks u p the gun 
and shoots Fess as the conjurers disappear. 
This drama is starkly realistic in the grimness of 
its subject matter. Yet the element of fantasy succeeds 
in unravelling the entire plot. "Supper for the Dead" 
is an excellent study of the Negro's faith and belief in 
the powers of sorcery. There is nothing at all pleasant 
in the entire playe 
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In "In Aunt Mahaly 1 s Cabin", Blue Gum and Boll-Weevil, 
two murderers who have killed a white man to obtain a 
satchel of money become involved in a fight in the haunted 
cabin in which they have taken refuge. Blue Gun succeeds 
in killing Boll-Weevil, and then he plans to escape. 
Suffering from loss of blood, he gradually loses confidence 
in himself and begins to see goblins. One after the other 
they appear before him and perform under the direction of 
Aunt Mahaly who haunts the cabin. After each one appears, 
Blue Gum becomes more helpless in continuing to struggle 
against his superstitious fears. His final defeat comes 
when the white man that he killed joins the procession or 
goblins. Paralyz ed with the fear of what he sees, Blue 
Gum falls over dead. 
There is no propaganda .in this play .. It is simply 
a study of fear, greed, and superstition, and their effect 
upon the mind of a murderer. Like many of Green's other 
plays, it stresses the belief of the sub-stratum Negro in 
superstition and sorcery and shows how this belief can be 
strongly instrumental in brin3ing about a man's death. 
Green ' s two plays differ from the other dramas or 
Ne gro superstition and sorcery which have been discussed 
in that they present an active panorama of the fears and 
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superstitions working u pon the mind of the characters 
upon the stage. Thus they are able to g ive more vivid 
representations of the psychological effects of such beliefs. 
Similar in theme to "In Aunt Mahaly 1 s Cabin", although 
larger in scope and more detailed, is Eugene O'Neill's 
"The Emperor Jones." Brutus Jones, former America.n pull-
man car porter and escaped convict, is now Emperor of 
an island in the West Indies. By using his brain and 
wits and treating the native Negroes like slaves, he has 
been able to amass a large fortune upon which he plans 
to live in luxury and ease following his escape. Brutus' 
philosophy is seen to be quite simple as he explains it 
to Smithers, his Cockney subordinate: 
You heah what I tells .. ou, Smithers. Dare's little 
stealin' like you does, and dare's big stealin' 
like I does. For de little stealin' dey gets 
you in jail soon or late. For de big stealin' 
dey makes you Emperor and puts you in de Hall o' 
Fame when you croaks. If dey's one thing I learns 
in ten years on de Pullman ca's listenin 1 to de 
white quality talk, it's dat same fact. And when 
I gits a c~ance to use it I winds up Emperor in 
two years. 
Thus by the combined use of brains and bluff, Brutus 
hoodwinks the natives into believing that he is a super 
being . 
Sho', I talks large when I ain.'t got nothin' to 
back it up, but I ain't talkin' wild just de same. 
I knows I kin fool 1 em--I knows it--and dat 1 s 
backin' enough f o' t ·.,.my::. e;ame • • I has de silver 
6. Eugene O'Neill, "The Emperor Jones," Nine Plays, 
P• 8. 
bullet moulded and I tells 'em when de time comes 
I kills mys elf wid it • . I tells 'em dat's 'cause 
I'm de on'y man .in de world big enuff to get me. 
No use'n deir try;ng'. And dey falls down and 
bumps deir heads. 
However Brutus' faith in the devotion of his subjects is 
shattered when he finds out that they have withdrawn to 
the hills and are planning a revolution. Scornful of 
Smithers' warnings and as self-assured as ever, he plans 
to make his escape. 
I ain't no chicken-liver like you is. Trees an' 
me, we 1 se friends, and dar's a full moon comin' 
bring me light. And let dem po' niggers make all 
de fool spells dey'se a min' to. Does yo' s'pect 
I'se silly enuff to b'lieve in ghosts an' ha'nts 
an' all dat ole woman's ~alk? G'long , white manl 
You ain't talkin' to me. 
However once Brutus is in the deep, dark forest, his 
supreme self-confidence begins to waver. He is unable to 
find the food which he had so carefully hidden. He loses 
his sense of direction. The beating of the native drums 
gets on his nerves. As his mind becomes less and less 
stable, all sorts of visions rise up before him. First, 
come the little formless fear&e Secondly, the scenes 
from his past life: the Negro he killed in a crap game, 
the white prison guard he murdered in making his escape. 
Thirdly, the scenes from the history of his race: the 
auctions at the slave-market, the slave ships coming from 
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Africa, the Congo witch-doctor in his weird and terrifying 
7. Ibid, P• 9. 
8. Ibid, p. 15. 
performance. Brutus shoots at each of the visions as 
they make their appearance. As the vision of the witch-
doctor fades, he realizes that he has expended all of his 
ammunition except the silver bullet. Vowing that they 
will never capture him, he kills himself with this last 
bullet as the throb of the tom-toms grows nearer. 
Like Green, O'Neill shows the way in which the mind 
of a Negro is affected by ·fear and superstition, but he 
goes on to explain why these fears and superstitions 
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should cause such a reaction. Writing about the importance 
of various Negro dramas, White says: 
Certain of these plays are significant not only 
in themselves but as signposts. The Emperor Jones 
is perhaps the best example of this dual role, 
combining as it does sound workmanship in its 
picturing of a strong human will disintegrating 
under the sledge-hammer blows of fear and super-
stition and helplessness in the face of implacable 
destiny, with overtones of the particular prob9ems 
which, being a Negro, the Emperor had to face. 
Brutus Jones likes to think of hims elf as a man dominated 
almost entirely by his intellect. He boasts about. using 
his head rather than his heart. He looks condescendingly 
upon the natives who allow themselves to be stirred by 
more physical forces. Yet when Brutus finds himself con-
fronted by mounting problems in the forest away from 
civilization, he reacts in a manner more befitting his 
African ancestors than civilized man. From the time when 
9. Walter White, "The Negro on the American Stage," 
The English Journal , March 1935, P• 184. 
he meets the first problem, his inability to find the 
hidden food, his emotions assume full and entire control 
over his nature and not once does he think or reason 
clearly. Brutus Jones proves himself to be a rather 
exaggerated example of the commonly accepted truism that 
a Negro is dominated more by his emotions than by his 
intellect. 
Combining certain elements of both the religious and 
problem dramas, Adolph Levy has written uGo Dovm Moses,." 
Sheila, an extremel y-serious-minded Southern Negro girl, 
will not allow herself to be satisfied with the old 
religious practices and the _general pattern of life of 
her people. 
But I got another kinda religion. Dere kind makes 
dem like what dey got. My kind makes me go on to 
somepin' bigger, and to help myse'f •••• I mean to 
find out thine; s·. I got to help myse' f. I ain1• t never gonna let myse'f be trod on, like a dog l 0 
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Juba, a cheerful though shifty-eyed sport, comes along and 
tries to tempt Sheila with dancing , but he makes no 
impression upon her. Vihen he mentions going North where 
Negroes are free, Sheila decides to accompany him. 
Somepin' tellin 1 me to go North, tellin' me to g it 
away from all dis 'pression. And den I comes back 
and lifts ev'_ybody up ••• I opens dey ,eyes .... I'se like 
Moses l 1 
In the next scene Juba and his fr.iend, Willie, are observed 
in their unsuccessful attempt to rob a store. Mortally 
10. Adolph Levy, "Go Down Moses," Kenneth T. Rowe, 
editor, University of Michigan Plays, p. 98 .. 
11. I bid, P• 113. 
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wounded by the police, Juba runs in to Sheila who has 
been waiting patiently for him to go North. Vfllen he dies, 
she lets out a low moan and begins to sway and grieve· to 
the tune of the spiritual she has been singing : 
Go down Moses, 
Way down in Egypt Land, 
Tell ole Pharaoh 
To let my people gp, 12 
Oh let my people go ••• 
As a religious play, "Go Down Moses" shows the differ-
ences between the more primitive type of worship as 
practiced by the older Negroes . and the more modern though 
no less pious belief of young Sheila. Prayer without 
action means very little to Sheila; blind faith is not 
enoue~. She realizes that she must do her part in bringing 
her dreams to reality , and she believes that this may best 
be accomplished by going North. In harmony with Sheila's 
unbelief in the old type religion is her dissatisfaction 
with the way in which she and the other Negroes are treated 
by the white people. These two vexations lead her to 
believe that by going North and obtaining a greater degree 
of freedom, she will be able to return and, like a modern 
Moses, lead her people out of bondage. 
As has been previously mentioned, folk and relig ious 
beliefs a~e firmly intermixed in many of the Negro dramas. 
Believing superstition to be a real thing to the Negroes, 
12. Ibid, P• 123. 
a great and powerful influence over their lives, and the 
true determinant of their relig ious experiences, 13 Em Jo 
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Basshe produced Earth, in seven scenes. The story concerns 
the struggle of Deborah whose son was killed by her neighbors 
because he believed in the witch-craft of the old sorcerer, 
Senon, to keep her faith in God. All of the members of 
the community are fairly recent converts to Christianity, 
and they are anxious to do away with all heathens. Though 
unable to understand why Walter was taken from her, Deborah 
will not listen to the evil tauntings of Senon, who promises 
to get her son back, and drives him from the house. She 
then goes to the mountain to "hab a word wid do Lawd." Soon 
the men discover a fire spreading over the surrounding 
countryside. Believing that God has caused it because he 
was made angry by a sinner within their midst, they seek 
out Deborah as the logical object of his wrath and insist 
that she stand judgment. After Deborah has stood judgment 
before the Lord, she claims to have heard the Lord's voice 
telling her that all of the people were to blame for killing 
Walter. When they ask her for the sign that the Lord sent 
to her, she is bewildered until they hear Walter's voice. 
Broken-heartedly realizing that it is the voice of Senon 
rather than Walter, she quickly murders the old sorcerer. 
Later Deborah discovers that her house is the only one left 
standing . The Lord has also " given" her a cow. All goes 
l3w Em Jo Basshe, Earth, Introduction by Eric Walrond, 
P• x. 
well until Deborah learns that the cow is stuck in the 
marsh and cannot be saved. 
Yo escapes punishment 'cause yo got nobody ter 
punish yo. Get yo 1 self a Gawd dat am stronger 
dan you an see y ou many sins you donel But now 
ah's got ter go an settle mattahs wid yo if it 
take me ~e res' ob mah days an set me in hell in 
de endll 
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Once a gain her faith wavers, and she rushes out toward the 
marsh, but the others crush her down. 
Earth illustrates the way in which the primitive Negro 
accepts God and Christianinty. When he exchanges his old 
sorcerous ideas for Christianity, he does not make a com-
plate and clean break. He merely transposes his habitual 
. 
belief in signs, trickery, and magic to the new Christian 
God. He has not worshipped and lived with his God long 
enough to have any real and well-founded faith in him. Thus, 
when any problem, however great or small, appears, he is 
quick to lose faith and return to the practices of his old 
primitive religion. Such is the case of the indecisive 
Deborah. 
An even simpler example showing the relation between 
the primitive Negro and God is Cunjer Joe, by Nora Forston 
Nixon. The theme of this play was based on a recent Georgia 
flood when the Negro settlement of Hamburg was washed away. 
The characters are taken from modern Southern Negro small 
town life. Cunjer Joe, an old Negro man dressed like a Negro 
14. Ibid, P• 114. 
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preacher but less conventionally, has prophesied that 
"De Lawd done sent me to tell yer dat yo' time done come! 
He don 'vealed to me dat de levee 'bout to bustl1115 Cunjer 
Joe next prays for an ark. The next scene finds him and 
other townspeople in the loft of a barn. Cunj er Joe expresses 
his thanks to the Lord. 
Than yer, Lawd 1 You done save us. You done 
save us from de waters uv Galilee l Us had de 
faith uv Jeses, en us walk on de water en you 
done save usl Oh, thank yer, Lawazl6 
The characters in this drama show the way in which 
another group of primitive Negroes, more firmly entrenched 
in their faith than those in Earth, choose to express their 
belief in God and their conception of religion. 
11 The Wind Blows," by James M. Allen deals with an old 
Negro couple, Clem and Callie. The wife continually chides 
her husband because he is al~ays helping his friends with 
their problems rather than working around the house. Just 
then a couple involved in a bitter argument enter, and Clem 
tries to make them resolve their difficulties by recounting 
to them the story of Adam and Eve. Clem and the couple are 
transported out of this world into a world of the i magination. 
Singing chants and spirituals, they hear and see the conver-
sation between the Lord, Adam, and Eve. The story makes the 
couple realize that Adam was unhappy and lonesome until Eve 
was created for him. They are made to understand that the 
15. Nora Forston Nixon, Cunjer ~' p. 6. 
16. Ibid, p. 11. 
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duty of men and women is to live together peacefully, and 
they go home, happy and content. Callie retracts her cri t1cian 
of Clem, and the drama ends in a happy Negro dance. 
Allen's drama presents the Negro conception of the 
Christian world, complete with dialect and slang. ThE! play 
is a combination of folk and religious beliefs. The scene 
shifts rapidly from earth to heaven and back to the earth. 
The drama gains its title from Clem's statement that the 
wind talks to him when it blows. 
It i s a frequent and commonly used practice of dramatists 
to base their works on biblical quotations, and the auth ors 
of Negro drama have not i gnored this source for their plays. 
"Hewers of Wood," by Randolph Edmonds , is based on the 
quotation from Joshua, 9:21. "Let them live: but let them 
be hewers of wood and drawers of water unto all the congreg-
at i on." As the play opens, the characters are seen busily 
hewing the beams of what is to be a Christian church. All 
of them are concentrating on their work except one worker , 
Nabob, who frequently stops to question the reason for his 
work. 
I t is hard tuh keep on praying , and at de same time 
realize dat yuh is bound heah forever and ever tuh 
bu ilds dis church so I~ite folks kin come and wurship 
de same Gawd we does. 
· 17. Randolph Edmonds, 11 Hewers of Wood. " Shades and 
Shadows, p. 88 .. 
The e roup stop in their work to pray to God, but their 
prayers are answered by the Devil who tells them: 
Thou wast made to be the hewers of wood and drawers 
of water for other men, to build stately churches 
that they might come and worship and sing praises 
to my name; for verily thou art the scum of the 
earth because thy skin is bla.ck .like midnight •• 18 
They all still trust in God and return to their tasks with 
the exception of Nabob who refuses. Suddenly a flash of 
• 
lightning , accompanied by a clap of thunder, comes and whisks 
him away. Then an Angel appears to speak to the multitude. 
In spite of your trials and tribulations placed 
upon you by the devil") only one deserted the forces 
of what ·you believed the true God. Sometimes it 
is necessary for the innocent to suffer as a 
means of testing the true faith. Your trials are 
now at an end. · God has heard your prayers, and 
now sets you free--free to wander forth in the 
world and t~ ke your rightful9place with other men in their glorification of God. . 
"Hewers of Wood" is based on a biblical incident, but 
the dramatists makes no pretense of claiming that the action 
and dialogue correspond to biblical fact. In the same way , 
he does not attempt to moralize. He merely builds a religious 
play, suitable for church, pageant, or church school productio 
upon one of the many famous and often quoted biblical verses. 
"And Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses because of the 
Ethiopian woman he had married", (Numbers 12:1), is the 
quotation upon which May Miller has based "Graven Images." 
18. Ibid, p. 91. 
19. Ibid, P• 96. 
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Eliezer, the son of Moses, enters and suggests to the 
children that rather than play at worshipping the golden 
bull which their elders have cast from the temple they should 
vwrship him, saying, "We worship a child whom God hath 
created in his own image. " Just then Miriam and Aaron, 
the sister and brother of Moses, come in to watch the 
children at play. Miriam expresses her dislike for Mose s 
because he is married to a Negress, and she urges Aaron 
to take over Moses' position as leader of t he ir people. 
After hearing the words of Miriam, the children refuse to 
worship Eliezer. When Miriam goes to pray a t the temple , 
she is cast out for her sin ·of talking about Moses. Only 
after the children agree that he also is made in the image 
of God, will Eliezer play with them. 
Simple in thought, action, and dialogue is "Graven 
Images." Like "Hewers of Wood" it is an elaborated version 
of a Bible story, the elaborations being furnished by the 
author. 
Regular Sunday attendance at the church of his choice 
is insufficient to the spiritual life and development of 
the average Southern Negro. Burial, suppression of vice , 
and other religious societies are extremely important forces 
in his life. Because of this fact, it is natural for _dramatist 
interested in the religious life of the Negro to include 
these societies in many of their dramas. 
In Fool's Errand, by Eulalia Spence, Aunt Cassie, a 
busv-bodv finds some baby clothes in a drawer and immediately 
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assumes that young Maza has been betrayed. Behind Maza's 
back she arranges for a meeting of the " Council for 
Suppreshun uh Vice an' Correckshun, " and calls in Maza along 
with the two boys who have been courting her. The meeting 
is unceremoniously brought to a close by Maza's mother, 
who returns home to claim the baby clothes for herself. The 
Council apologize and exit singing spirituals. 
Fool's Errand, through the presence of the Council, 
contains much of Negro religious ferver, . group singing , 
spirituals, and strict moral code. There 1s little plot 
iri this play, which contains no real tragedy. 
11V/ashed in de Blood, 11 a Negro ritual drama by Rietta 
Winn Bailey ' concerns an aged conjure woman, Aunt Angeline, 
who uses her voodoo rites to call down upon the sinners the 
terrible power of the Plat eye. 20 Aunt Angeline is begged 
by Lize, the President of " The !<".nights of Moses, " to do 
something to quiet the wrath of Lize 1 s son- i n-law, Bill. 
Bill is planning revenge against his wife, Sappory, who 
has gone on a train excursion with some other young people. 
Aunt Angeline agrees that Sappory has been leading too fast 
a life and promises to do something to remedy the situation. 
Sappory' s party re.turns from the excursion to hold a dance 
in the clearing near Mount Zion Church. As the dancing 
progresses and the dancers reach a frenzied pitch, Bill 
20. A spell in the form of a stream of green light which 
makes the sinner upon which it is cast believe that an eye 
watches his every act. 
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steps from the bushes and stabs Sappory. Suddenly the Plat 
Eye streams down upon them, and Aunt Angeline and the Knights 
of Moses, dressed in white praying robes and headdresses, 
march in to the rhythm of a drum. Angeline directs her 
words to the sinners, with the Kniz,hts acting as a chorus. 
Gradually the sinners begin to respond. When they fully 
repent, the green light is supplanted by a soft rosy glow 
which grows in intensity until it resembles the color of 
blood. Then the _voice of the Preacher calls them all to 
repentance and forgiveness. With much shouting , writhing, 
swaying and similar demonstrations of their religious 
ecstasy , they all join in singing the spiritual, "Washed 
in de Blood." 
Commenting on Miss Bailey's drama, Frederick H. Koch 
writes: 
Here is something new in our Southern folk drama. 
Former Playmakers have made effective use of the 
emotional excitement of the Negro church services. 
"Washed in de Blood" combines the pa~anand 
Christian rituals of the Negro race.~l 
Aunt Angeline represents the pagan ideas of the Southern 
Negro; the Mount Zion preacher, the Christian ideas. In 
this drama the author does not attempt to show any conflict 
between these two ·forms of worship. Instead, she points 
out pow they may be blended to form almost a third form 
of worship--half-pagan, half-Christian: a worship which is 
21. Frederick H. Koch, "Negro Ritual Drama," ~ 
Carolina Playbook, March 1938, P• 5. 
made doubly impressive by its ceremony and the singing 
of the Negro spirituals. 
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"Mourners to Glory" is Miss Bailey' second ritual drama. 
The story concerns Violet Ward, a God-loving and fearing 
woman, who is urging her daughter, Ethel to repent her 
fractious ways. She announces that she is planning to 
initiate Ethel into the "Sons and Daughters ob Rest" burial 
society. Ethel refuses to join the society, is satisfied 
with her present state, has no concern for what follows 
de~th, and is mainly worried about Buck, a young convict 
with whom she is in love. That evening the members of the 
society arrive, complete with burial robes and a coffin. 
As Ethel becomes more adamnant in her refusals to join them, 
Buck bursts into the room, saying that he has broken out 
of jail and is being trailed by the sheriff and bloodhounds. 
Violet plans to drive him from the house, but Buck pleads 
with her to allow him to stay. The members of the society 
agree to allow him to remain when he offers to confess his 
sins and seek salvation. As the hounds approach, Ethel 
gets the idea of placing Buck inside the coffin and pretending 
that it is the body of her brother who had been away from 
home for many years. The funeral is in the process of being 
conducted, in typical Negro fashion complete with many 
beautifUl spirituals, when the sheriff enters and insists 
upon inspectin3 the coffin. Ethel, transfigured by faith, 
throws her body across the coffin and gives way to a 
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~il'in~ shouting state of religious expression which so 
OJ 
moves the sheriff that he rushes out. 
Somewhat less pagan though no less effective than 
"Washed in de Blood" is "Mourners to Glory." Ethel is not 
putting on an act for the sheriff simply in order to save 
Buck. She really has found faith, and with the abandon so 
typical of the Negro she g ives herself up to the enjoyment 
of it. Koch has drawn an interesting parallel to this drama 
in his preface to the play • 
. It calls to mind the Mysteries and Moralities, more 
specifically the Moralities. Miss Bailey uses not 
the story of Bible characters or saints' miracles, 
but an ab~~ract moral idea--the salvation of man 
by faith. · 
Run, Little Chillun, by Hall Johnson, tells the story 
of the New Day Pilgrims, a pagan cult, and the Hope Baptist 
Church, and their struggle for existence in a small Southern 
town. Jim, the Baptist minister, and his wife, Ella, stand 
for good in the community, but Sulamai , a New Day Pilgrrim, 
temr.; ts Jim's son away from the straight and narrow and 
finally entices him into the pagan camp. Jim's sinning is 
short-lived because he is soon won back by the Baptists as 
Sulami is stricken dead by lightning at the fervent revival 
meeting . 
Run, Little Chillun was one of the most widely acclaimed 
offerings of the 1933 Broadway season. The praise it 
22. Frederick H. Koch, American Folk Plays, Pref ace 
to "Mourners to Glory, " p. 87. 
received was not tendered as much for its dramatic values 
as the beauty of its music. The poignantly beautiful 
spirituals, written by Johnson and sung by the famous Hall 
Johnson choir, did a great deal to make up for a drama 
which was hackneyed and melodramatic. The play was g iven 
a brief revival during the 1943 theatrical season. 
Certainly the best-known and probably the best-
loved of all the Negro relig ious dramas is Marc Connelly's 
The Green Pastures. Connelly based his drama on Roark 
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Bradford's Old Testament sketches, 01' Man Adam~' His 
Chillun. Differing from the usual play, The Green Pastures 
is divided into two parts rather than the conventional acts. 
The scenes into which the parts are divided follow each 
other in the same chronological order as the Old Testament 
stories which they attempt to dramatize. 
As the play opens, Mr. Deshee, the preacher, is reading 
from the book of Genesis to a group of wide-eyed, questioning 
children. Even as a minister of the gospel, ~r. Deshee 
expresses the way in which the Negro simplifies his con-
ception of God and invests him with qualities and character-
istics not unlike his own. Thus in reply to the question 
of a little girl asking if the~ angels have picnics, he says: 
Sho, dey had the nicest kind of picnics. Dey 
probably had fish frys, wid bi'led custard and ten 
cent seegars for de adults. God gives us humans 
lotsa ideas about bavin' good t imes. Maybe dey 
were things he'd seen de angels do. 2Ses, sir, I bet dey had a fish fry every week. 
23. Marc Connelly, The Green Pastures, p. 7. 
And later, in attempting to explain the appearance of 
God, he says: 
Well nobody knows exactly what God looked like. 
But when I was a little boy I used to imagine dat 
he looked like de Reverend Dubois. He was de 
finest looking ol' man I eve r knew. Yes, I used 
to bet de Lawd looked exactly like Mr. Dubois in 
de days when2~e walked de earth in de shape of a natchel man. 
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Following the completion of this scene, the rest of the play 
is devoted to living representations of the Negro's conception 
of God and the Bible stories. The angels are pictured as 
enjoying fish fries ,just as ' Mr. Deshee had prophesied. 
God enters upon the scenes and joins in the frolic by 
sipping boiled custard and smoking ten cent cie ars. After 
God creates the earth, he frequently steps down there for 
a visit, telling Gabri_el that he will be back on Saturday. 
Cain is ~iven the nickname, "Country Boy.~ On one of God's 
trips to the earth, he meets Noah who invites him to his 
house for a chicken dinner. When God is advising Noah as 
to what he may take into the ark, he and Noah engage in a 
slight though friendly argument as to how many kegs of 
"likker" Noah may take along. 
God: I think de one kag 1 s enough. 
Noah: No. I better take two kags. Besides I kin 
put one on each side of de boat, an' balance 
de ship wid dem as well as havin' dem fo' 
medicinal use. 
God: You kin put one kag in de middle of de ship. 
24. Ibid, P• 8. 
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Noah: Jest as easy to take de two kags, Lawd. 
God: I think one kag's enough. 
Noah: Yes, Lawd, but you see forty days an' forty nights-
God: One kag, Noah. 
N h Y L d One kag .25. oa : es, aw • ~ 
God continues to strive to try to make the people of the 
earth lead better lives, even after his plan of ridding the 
earth of all the evil people by the flood had failed. He 
is oftentimes a troubled and perplexed God, troubled and 
perplexed in the same way as man, instead of being an all-
powerful and all-knowing being . 
Connelly's representation of the Negro's conception of 
God and religion was enthusiastically received by black 
and white alike. In answer to a query concerning the truth-
fulness of Connelly's dramatization, Richard B. Harrison, 
who played the leading role of "The Lordn, is quoted as 
replying: 
The primitive Negro must have God close to him. He 
cannot stretch out too far. He is like a child who 
sees the moon and weeps bitterly until his mother 
puts a shining penny in his hand ••• Children have 
toys, and primitive people make touchable idols; 
it is only the civilized man who makes his God 
very lonely and far off. He ha~ been taught that 
glory and relig ion is in the reach, in the very 
inaccessibility. But a Louisiana Negro can see 
Him at a fish fry, and in a frock coat, and in so 
doing offers Him no disrespect, because the heart 
of the Negro has been an oppressed heart, and an 
oppressed heart is ·not disconcerted to have the 
25. Ibid, PP• 71-72. 
Lord resemble someone as local as the village 
preacher.~6 
John Hutchins gave even a broader interpretation to the 
drama: 
Through his skillful selection and arrangement, 
134. 
his reach below the surface of the situations and 
events of the stories, he has made The Green Pastures 
express the ~71ationship, in simple"terms, of anyone 
and his God. 
The Green Pastures enJoyed a long and successful run 
on the New York stage. Road companies toured all of the 
major cities in the country. Unlike many dramas dealing 
with a Negro theme and possessing a Negro cast, it was 
given a warm reception in Roanoke, Va., Durham, N.c., Macon; 
Ga., Lafayette, La., and Greensboro, N.C. In Greensboro , 
Richard B. Harrison received a token of appreciation from 
the city for his performance. 28 
The discussion of the preceding plays has resulted in 
the . following conclusions concerning Negro folk and relig ious 
dramas. 
1. An appreciable amount of attention has been devoted 
by the dramatists to this division of Negro drama. 
2. The dramas are devoted exclusively, except for the 
two plays based on biblical quotations, to a 'study of the 
folk and religious customs of the Southern Negro. 
26. Djuna Barnes, "TI).e Green Pastures, If 'lneatre Guild 
Ma8azine, May, 1930, P• 18. 
27. John Hutchins, "The Black Miracle, If Theatre Arts 
Monthl::z:, May, 1930, P• 369. 
28. Drama review in the New York Times, October 22, 1933. 
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3. In a like manner, the dramas have been devoted 
to the lower class, more primitive Negro. The dramatists 
undoubtedly have restricted their attentions to this group 
because or the fact that they have not yet become wholly 
us poiled" by civilization, and thus their reli gious experiences 
still contain much of the ceremony and individuality which 
has always been identified with their African origin. · 
4. With very few exception, the plays are, devoted almost 
entirely to a study of the contemporary Negro. 
5. Difficult as it is to classify these dramas as to 
type, the following classifications have been made: one 
drama, a straight folk tale;: three, pictures of the Negro's 
belief in superstition and sorcery; two, studies of the 
effec t s of fear caused by the belief in superstition and 
sorcery upon the mind of the Negro; one, the varying . e i s i ous 
beliefs of the old and young Negroes; four, the pecuJiar.l ty 
of the primitive Negro's relig ion containing as it does a 
mixture of folk and relig ious beliefs; two, representations 
of biblical incidents as based on biblical quotations; three, 
the importance of the relig ious societies in the Negro's 
life; tne conflict between Christian and pagan sects with 
the Negro relig ion. 
6. Whereas no strict differentiation can be made con-
cerning these dramas as to comedy and tragedy, it may be 
noted that seven of the dramas are tragic in their theme and 
outcome and ten, while containing many elements or trag ic, 
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are brought to a happy conclusion. 
7. The authors of folk and relig ious dramas have taken 
more license in the way in which they have subdivided their 
dramas th~n in any other division of Negro drama. Along 
with the conventional one and three act plays, one finds 
many of the dramas divided into scenes or parts, from two 
to seven in number. 
8. A well-formed plot structure is notably lacking in 
the majority of dramas. 
9. Characterization is often sacrificed to give full 
importance to the religious idea or theme that the author 
is attempting to present. 
CHAP'l"ER VI 
CONCLUSIONS 
137. 
As the specific conclusions dealing with the various 
divisions of Negro drama have been listed at the end of each 
chapter, no further reference to them will be made here. 
The purpose of this chapter is to state any general conclus i ore 
and comparisons that may have occurred to the author during 
or following t he completion of the study, and to attempt 
an estimation of the developments which can and may be made 
in the field of Ne gro drama in the future. 
All of the dramatists, Negro and white alike, have con-
centrated their attentions on the lower class Negro of the 
South. As themes for their plays of Negro life, his happy , 
carefree, though somewhat tragic existence close to the 
soil furnishes them with much more fresh and orig inal material 
than the life of the Northern Negro which is almost completely 
patterned after that of the white man. The Southern Negro, 
living close to the white Southerners who do not believe that 
he should enjoy the rights and privileges that have 
theoretically been granted him, finds hiwself confronted with 
many more problems than the Negro of the North. Thus his 
problems form a more fertile field of source material for 
the problem dramatist. Again, his closeness to the soil 
and his lack of educational opportunities have served to 
make him adhere, even with his acceptance of Christianity, 
to the ancient, primitive modes of religious expression 
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which have been handed down from his African ancestors. 
The Southern Negro's interpretation of relig ion offers the 
dramatist another source of unusual thematic material. 
The majority of dramatists have either decided that 
the Negro is essentially a tragic being or considered that 
the trag ic side of his nature holds more intrigue and interest 
because approximately eight y per cent of the dramas which 
have been written deal with this side of his nature. Only 
a small percentage of the dramas of Neg ro life and the folk 
and relig ious dramas are devoted to picturing the happy, 
gay, rollicking , banjo-playing type of Negro. 
A third general conclusion may be drawn in relation 
to the way in which the dramatists have handled their material 
Extreme frankness in nearly every case characterizes the trea~ 
ment of the various themes: frankness in their presentation 
and discussion of the subject and f rankness in the dialogue 
which accompanies it. It is dif f icult to determine the 
reason for this at·titude. Perhaps it evolves out of the 
twentieth century realistic and naturalistic tendencies in 
literature. Possibly the playwrights, . in looking upon the 
Negro as an earthy, sensuous, extremely physical being , 
consider this type of dialogue and description to be the 
only appropriate style to use in treating him. The reason 
is unimportant in relation to this study. However, it may 
be pointed out that whereas in some other cases such 
lancuag e and description mi sht seem ·inappropriate or even 
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offensive, as applied to the Negro of the deep South it 
appears just as natural as his love of fish fries, his fear 
of the power of the Plat Eye, and his utter physical abandon 
in the worship of his God. 
In this study the dramas h ave been divided into five 
main types: dramas of Negro l ife , Problem dramas, Historical 
dramas, Folk and Religious dr maas. The author made these 
divisions for two reasons: first, it made for greater ea se 
in the discussion of the subject; secondly, the central 
theme of each drama seemed to fall under one of the main 
classifications of the chapter headings. However the dramas 
are not all strictly of one type. This was noted from time 
to time in the discussion of several of the plays. The 
dramas which were primarily pictures of Negro life may have 
contained elements of the Problem dramas, or vice-versa. 
The Relig ious dramas also furnish the reader with a picture 
of Negro life. In the same manner they may present certain 
problems. One Negro drama alone may contain different ideas 
which mieht possibly permit them to be classified under 
two or more group titles. 
Today, Negro drama is at its highest point of development 
Tt has to its credit several outstanding Broadway successes. 
Among the list of dramatists who have written about the 
Negro one finds such names as O'Neill, Connelly and Green. 
Playwrights have experimented with all phases of Negro life 
as themes for the producti'ons of dramas. But within these 
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two last statements one finds the reasons why the .drama 
of the Negro is not still more outstanding. Negro drama 
has within its scope too few dramas of outstanding skill 
and merit, and many of the dramatists who write most con-
sistently a bout the Negro are still, themselves in a stag e 
of experimentation. Many talented and experienced dramatists 
have chosen the life of the Negro as a new and unusual theme 
and after producing one play, have gone on to some other 
field of endeavor. 
These peak successes are too isolated and disconnecteda 
Broadway has not built up as yet what is most essential 
for Negro drama--a plateau of sustained use and support 
of these Negro materials, human and dramatic, which, 
from time to time, it has so significantly revealed 
and so successfully exploited. Sporadic support and 
intermittent interest have thus1wrought havoc with many of the best possibilities. 
Is then the future of Negro drama so gloomy and dark. 
I do not believe so. When one stops to consider that over 
150 dramas about the Negro have been written during the last 
twenty years, one realizes what great progress has already 
been made. When one recalls that less than a hundred years 
a go slaves who learned to write were punished by having their 
2 
right thumb cut off, one easily perceives what strides have 
been made by the Negro, hi~self, as a dramatist. Like all 
forms of literature in their beginning stages, Negro drama 
must be expected to develop slowly and gradually. Only in 
• 
this way can it lay a basis for a firm foundation of greater 
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progress and achievement in the years to come. 
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It is the purpose of this stu.dy (1) to examine and 
classify all available dramas of Negro life and problems 
according to type, sub,ject matter and purpose; (2) to 
show the different methods of treatment of Negro life 
and problems; and (3) to determine the general trends 
and chang es in the treatment of Negro life and problems 
during the period. 
After a short survey of the Negro drama to 1920, 
the thesis is divided into four main chapers: Dramas 
of Negro Life, Social Problem Dramas, Historical Dramas, 
and Religious and Folk Dramas. Wi thin these chapters all 
of the dramas are classified and examined, and specific 
conclusions are drawn. The final chapter presents the 
conclusions evolving out of the study. 
l40 .. 
The dramas of Negro life treat, almost exclusively , 
the lower class Negroes of the South. Approximately two-
thirds of the dramas deal with the tragic side of Negro 
life. Self-sacrifice is the most popular theme; murder 
and entanglements with the law are also recurrent. The 
comedies are divided into two groups: first, the remnant 
of the old-time farce where the Negro gets himself in and 
out of ~ne hilarious incident after another; second, the 
portrayal of the g~y, laughing Southern Negro , who is 
unable to reconcile his love of life and the gratification 
of his five senses with the code of living set up by 
organized society. Most of the dramas are confined to 
I 
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one act in length. Only a few have any real plot structure; 
many are merely character sketches in dramatic form. Negro 
superstition and sorcery play an important part in many 
of the dramas. 
The Problem dramas constitute the larg est g roup of 
dramas of the same type in the field of Negro drama. Sub-
divided as to type, approximately two-fifths of the dramas 
deal with the mistreatment of Negroes by white people; 
one-fifth, miscegenation; one-fifth, the injustices of law; 
the remaining one-fifth, between the injustices of prisons 
and labor. The dramatists' attentions are not concentrated 
on any particular class in Negro society. Of the class-
ifiable dramas, twenty-five treat the Negro in the South; 
only five, the Northern Negro. With but two exceptions, 
all of the plays deal with the tragic side of Negro life. 
Over slightly one-half of the dramas are limi ted to one 
act; the remainder are full length. Vr.hereas all of the 
plays present one or more problems, only one-sixth accompany 
them by solutions. The dramas including solutions to their 
problems are, in all cases, confined exclusively to the 
groups dealins with the injustices of law or labor. Several 
of the last mentioned plays are strongly Communistic. The 
plots of the problem dramas are more well-defined, better 
organized, and show greater art on t he part of the dramatists 
than in any other group of Negro dramas. Characterization, 
in such dramas as those of O'Neill, Green, and Wright, is 
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developed ·to a relatively high degree. 
The Historical dramas constitute the smallest and 
least significant group of dramas. With one exception, 
these dramas were written entirely by Negro authors. The 
accomplishments of individual Negroes have merited more 
attention than the accomplishments of Negro groups or the 
representation of great historical episodes in which 
Negroes have p~ayed a prominent part. Almost all of the -
dramas are confined to one act. They are not limited to 
any one period in Negro history or to a study of the Negro 
in the United States. The plots, dialogue and characterizaticr 
are relatively simple and childlike. 
The Folk and Religious dramas are devoted almost 
exclusively to a study of the folk and religious customs 
of the Southern Negro of the lower class. With very few 
exceptions, the dramas are limited almost entirely to a 
study of the contemporary Negro. The dramas fall into 
many different classifications: the straight folk tale, 
pictures of the Negro's belief in superstition and sorcery, 
studies of the effects of fear caused by the belief in 
superstition and sorcery upon the mind of the Negro, the 
varying religious beliefs of the old and young Negroes, 
the peculiarity of the primitive Negro's reliGion, repre-
sentations of biblical incidents as based on biblical 
quotations, the importance of the relig ious societies in 
the Negro's life, and the conflict between Christian and 
.L":::t>. 
pagan sects in the Negro relig ion. The dramas are divided 
almost equally between the ~omic and tragic in theme.. The· 
authors of these dramas have taken more license in the way 
in which they have subdivided their dramas than in any other 
division of Negro drama. A well-formed plot structure is 
notably lacking in the majority of dramas. .Characterization 
is often sacrificed to ~, ive full importance to the relig ious 
idea ortheme. 
All of the .dr:amatists, . Negro and white alike, have 
concentrated their attentions on the lower class Negro 
of the South. The tragic side of Negro life has interested 
more dramatists than pure comedy. Extreme frankness in 
description and language is used in all of the dramas. 
Although the dramas are classifi ed into several main 
divisions, two or more elements of each division may be 
found in several of the dramas. 
Today, Negro drama is at its highest point of 
development. Althouch it is still in a stage of experiment-
ation, it has made remarkable pros ress during the last 
twenty years. If the present interest in this branch of 
the drama is maintained, Negro drama will continue to grow 
in scope and importance until it establishes itself in a 
permanent position as a part of the American drama. 
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